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Foreword | Why?

WHY AM I writing this book?

On May 23, 2013, as I was escorted out of Toronto City Hall surrounded by a swarm of news cameras and reporters, they asked me the same questions, over and over again: What did I say to the mayor? What advice had I given him? Why was I leaving? Did he have a drinking or drug problem? In every case, I responded with essentially the same answer: “My advice for the mayor is confidential.”

Since that day, I’ve kept my counsel. I have not spoken directly to the media or the public about what my advice was, or what my experience was behind the scenes in Rob Ford’s office. I spoke twice, under oath, to the Toronto police as part of their investigation into criminal activities that had implicated the mayor and people around him. Some of that testimony subsequently made its way into court documents that were released, through a slow, painful process, to the media. But the bits of my counsel that have been made public were never done so by me. Until now.

Why speak on the record now? Why write a book that opens the curtains on the backstage of Rob Ford’s rise, rule, and fall? It took me a year to decide that writing this book was the right thing to do. I have three main reasons.

First, the most salacious episodes already have been revealed, partly by Toronto journalists who’ve done an excellent job digging up the puzzle pieces and fitting them together, and partly by the Information to Obtain (ITO) search warrant documents filed with the courts by Toronto police and released publicly. So much of the gist of what happened is already in the public domain. What’s missing is the context, the connective tissue between the events, the manner in which things unfolded, the import of some events, and the insignificance of others. In some cases, the publicly reported details are wrong. In other cases, the public version of events has mixed up the timeline of who knew what when. At this point, I feel it is important that there be an insider’s narrative on the public record. I recognize this may harm my hard-won reputation for discretion. But I think the importance of setting the record straight outweighs the risk.

Second, Rob Ford hurt a lot of good people. The political staff in the mayor’s office worked long hours and produced impressive results, under the most difficult conditions imaginable. Whatever you’ve heard, whatever you’ve imagined, working there was worse. And at the end of it, their names were sullied. Some of them quit on principle after I was fired, leaving well-paid jobs and suffering the consequence of a long—in some cases continuing—period of unemployment. Many others simply couldn’t afford to escape. Working for Rob Ford took a toll on the health and well-being of most of them. Their work and their sacrifices have gone unrecognized. I hope to rectify that.

Finally, I need to tell this story for myself. The day I left City Hall began a long, scary year of depression and self-doubt. This book is part of my healing process.

There is a great story to tell about how and where we succeeded, and why and where we failed. There are lessons to be learned about how to get things done politically that, I believe, are applicable in every democracy. And there are lessons to be learned from my experience of trying to manage a boss who was often right, but too often very wrong. The particulars of my story may be crazy, but its themes are universal.


Prologue | His First Addiction

September 2010

I PULLED UP outside Rob Ford’s house about ten minutes early. It was September 15, 2010. A Wednesday. I’d told him we should leave at 4:30 to be across town for the 6:30 p.m. debate. I was always early, because he was always late.

Both Rob’s beat-up, filthy Chevrolet Uplander van and his wife Renata’s blue Ford Escape were in the driveway, so he was home. That was a good sign. The curtains were closed. That was normal. The Fords were a private family, and their home was a place few staff or outsiders ever entered. Even glimpses through the windows were rare, usually only when one of his two kids was peeking out.

His house was a modest bungalow with a roof that needed repair. It was the first, and by far the cheapest-looking, house on a street that was now lined with much bigger, nicer homes that quickly escalated into the multimillion-dollar range. If you Googled his address, you’d assume the Ford home was on millionaire’s row—which it was. But as I sat looking at it from my truck across the street, where he could see me if he glanced out the window, it looked like a place your minimum-wage gardener might live in if you were really rich. I popped the lid open on my Tim Hortons Double Double coffee, and waited.

Getting a politician into the zone for a public appearance, especially an all-candidates debate, was a lot like getting a comedian pumped up before a gig. Politicians are performers, after all. Massive egos. Always craving positive feedback. And Rob was especially tricky. For a politician, he was surprisingly shy. Show most politicians a camera, and they’ll automatically turn into the light to get on TV. Not Rob. He dreaded public speaking and felt he was terrible at it. He told me his words got jumbled up and never came out the way he’d intended. He was only comfortable in small groups of constituents, or one-on-one on the phone.

Although there were over forty other candidates for mayor, there were really only four serious contenders: Ford; George Smitherman, who had been the early race leader and was still the pundits’ favorite; Rocco Rossi, who was the establishment’s second (and more conservative) choice; and Joe Pantalone, the only hope for the city’s large left-wing constituency. All but Ford were polished public speakers who loved attention and would speak until they were cut off. They prided themselves on being smart, well-spoken, and able to answer any question with a thoughtful, articulate response tailored to the unique nature of each audience. Ironically, that would be their downfall.

Two other candidates, City Councillor Giorgio Mammoliti and Sarah Thomson, publisher of Women’s Post magazine, were also covered by City Hall media, but were never serious challengers.

I didn’t knock on Rob’s door. I didn’t phone the house. None of us knocked on the door, except as a last resort. None of us ever called the house. Never. Only his closest, longest-serving, and most trusted staffers had ever been inside the house. In the three years I would ultimately work for Ford, I would step inside his home exactly twice. Both times during a crisis.

Rob said Renata didn’t like people coming to the door. She didn’t like people calling the house. She must have hated the fact that, every day, Rob gave out his home telephone number on hundreds of fridge magnets. He handed them out to people on the street, pressed them into the hands of TV and radio interviewers, distributed them throughout the corridors of Toronto’s City Hall, which perched like a spaceship on a plaza at the corner of Queen and Bay streets. But Renata couldn’t stop him. No one could. It was a Rob Ford thing, another of the eccentricities I was learning about as the campaign went on.

I glanced through the debate book I’d prepared for the evening. It was a debate at Burrows Hall Community Centre in Scarborough—a former suburb amalgamated into the megacity that was Toronto, this one to the east. Hosted by a local residents’ association, the event was scheduled to go three hours. It was hot. It would be grueling. There would be too many repeat questions from residents, about the same issues important to residents in every other debate. Each candidate would roll out the same answers they’d practiced for months.

We’d done dozens of debates already and there were over fifty to go in the remaining weeks of the mayoral campaign. Rob was a difficult politician to brief. It had taken a great deal of trial and error to figure out how to get him prepared. He had no real interest in policy beyond his broadly stated goals, which he repeated over and over. Lower taxes. Cut the vehicle tax and the land transfer tax. Cut the waste. Cut the size of Council. Cut councillors’ budgets. It was his mantra, and he intoned it like a Zen master.

I also wondered if he had attention deficit disorder—it was an ongoing struggle to keep him focused on debate prep for more than a few minutes at a time. We’d started by doing prep in his office at the family business at 28 Greensboro Drive, a nondescript building in an industrial strip running alongside one of North America’s busiest highways, Highway 401, through north Etobicoke. But within a minute of beginning, he’d invariably be answering his phone; or remembering some trivial detail he wanted Enzo, the company handyman, to take care of; or running old bills and junk mail through the shredder beside his desk (man, he loved that shredder), and I’d have to guide him back. (Surprisingly, Enzo’s family would factor into Ford’s downfall some three years later.)

During the six and a half months I’d been working for him, however, I’d come up with a system that seemed to work. I would always chauffeur him to the debates so I could squeeze in prep along the way. I’d bought a fancy-looking, leather-bound, three-ring binder at Staples and filled it with plastic slip-in sheets. For each of the debates, I’d work with the event organizers, get a list of the questions they would ask (if they were willing to share), or the topics they were interested in (if not). I’d prepare a standard package in the binder he could take on stage with him.

First page: List of the place, time, name of the group hosting the debate, and names of key people he’d meet.

Second page: List of his key campaign messages.

Pages 3–5: List of the questions they’d ask and three or four talking points for each, bridging back to his key messages.

Back pages: any background material that might be useful, including copies of his campaign literature he could hold up as props.

The final ingredient was Rob Ford’s secret weapon—his security blanket, without which he was unsettled and unfocused. He’d misplaced it often enough that I’d learned to make multiple copies and stash them everywhere. There was one tucked into the front of the binder. There was one in a slipcase at the back of the binder. There was one in his pocket and two or three in my suit pockets as well as an envelope of twenty in my truck.

The security blanket was a double-sided printout of every motion he’d put forward in his ten years as a city councillor, how much money it would have saved, and what the vote count was. For example, he’d put forward a motion to save $77,000 by having councillors water their own plants in City Hall, and another to save $80,000 by discontinuing the handout of free cigarettes and booze in homeless shelters. While other politicians focused on the $9 billion operating budget, Ford drew people’s attention to the small-scale waste that enraged voters, like eliminating free golf passes for city politicians. Nobody could conceive of a billion dollars—it was a number with too many zeroes. No one knew whether $9 billion was too much or too little to pay to run a city. But everyone knew exactly how much they were paid each year and how hard they worked to earn it. So when they heard Ford say that someone was getting almost $80,000 to water plants, they were outraged. When one of his opponents corrected his numbers, it only got better.

“Rob, you know you’re wrong,” Joe Pantalone would say. He’d go on to explain that the woman who waters plants in councillors’ offices was a botanist who also cared for the plants in Nathan Phillips Square—City Hall’s main public plaza—and she only made $55,000.

The audience would howl: $55,000! To look after plants? That’s ridiculous! Rob Ford was the only candidate who agreed with them. From that moment, they’d be his.

“This is gold, buddy. Gold,” he’d told me on many occasions. Rob called almost everyone “buddy.” He had no real friends and was awkward with strangers, so maybe it was his way of deputizing people around him, building a bond with them. And it worked. Tens of thousands of people in Toronto felt they had a personal relationship with Rob Ford. Calling people “buddy” also helped when you forgot someone’s name.

At 4:30, there was no movement in Rob’s house, so I called his cell phone. It went straight to voice mail. Not good—that meant it was switched off. Was he ready? Was he even awake? Ford was a nocturnal creature, so he would often nap during the afternoon. I waited a few minutes and called again. Still off.

At 4:40, I got out of the car to knock on the door. This was a last-ditch measure and not something I looked forward to. On my way across the street, I called again. Reprieve: This time he answered.

“Yeah?” Typically curt, when he was on the receiving end of a staff call.

“Hi, boss, I’m parked outside,” I said. “Boss” was my version of “buddy.” I didn’t want to call him Rob, which he preferred. He was a client, not a friend. He was an elected councillor, but calling him “councillor” felt awkward in private. So I’d settled on boss. “We should get going, it’s after 4:30.”

“OK. I’ll be out in ten minutes.” Click.

About eight minutes later, the door opened and Rob walked out to his van. He was wearing his usual: dark blue suit with a blue shirt and patterned tie. He didn’t look great. His shirt was wet where he’d brushed his teeth and splashed water on his face. The collar was splayed wide, the shirt clearly too small. Pretty much everyone who ever saw Rob had suggested that we get him better-quality suits. But the suits weren’t the problem: They were always high-end, from posh retailer Harry Rosen, $1,200 to $2,000 each, and tailored. But stuff a quart-sized bottle of root beer into one jacket pocket, five hundred business cards and fridge magnets in the other, with Rob Ford in the middle, and there’s only so much any suit can do.

I pulled my red Ford Explorer around in a U-turn and stopped behind Rob’s van on the edge of his driveway so he could hop into my truck without walking through the dirt on the boulevard. I jumped out and stood behind him as he rustled through a pile of papers in his van. There were always papers in the van. Everything Rob did was on paper: schedules, printed out two or three times a day. Call lists, produced daily. These were scattered around under the usual piles of crumpled McDonald’s wrappers and orphaned Happy Meal toys.

“Where’s my call sheets?” he asked. His precious call sheets. He never went anywhere without them. We spent a few minutes locating them in a manila folder on the floor under the front passenger seat, then climbed into my truck. I reminded him to take off his suit jacket and hang it on the back of his seat to avoid wrinkles. (Later, I learned to carry a spare coat hanger.) By now it was nearly 5:00.

“I need to stop at Esso,” Rob said. Another part of his pre-debate routine. I pulled onto the road and drove 150 yards up the street and into the Esso gas station parking lot. There was a Tim Hortons coffee and donut counter inside and Rob always bought a French vanilla coffee and a copy of the Toronto Sun.

While he was inside, I phoned Nick Kouvalis, the de facto campaign manager, and told him we were moving and that we’d be cutting it close. I’d also call ahead to alert our advance team (already at the site to scout it out for us) when we were nearby, so that they’d be standing outside when we pulled up, to walk Rob in and help him glad-hand the crowd until I could park and catch up. Rob always wanted to walk in on his own. He was not used to being handled or managed by staff. But I was an ex-army officer and Nick was ex-military and an experienced campaign manager, and we insisted on planning and protocol.

Rob heaved himself back into my Explorer and rolled down the window. Although I’d put his seat all the way back, the car was always a tight fit for him. No matter how hot or cold it was outside, he’d roll the window down so his elbow could rest on the sill, giving him some breathing space. By the time I turned onto Scarlett Road, he was already on the phone. Everywhere we went, any time of the day or evening, no matter what else I’d be trying to communicate to him, he was always working that damn call sheet.

It didn’t look like much—just an 8 ½ x 11-inch sheet of plain paper, with phone numbers scribbled in two columns on each side. The numbers were taken, by hand, from his home phone’s caller ID window. When constituents would use those magnets Rob gave out and actually phone his house, they’d leave a message. There could be anywhere from twenty to two hundred calls a night, depending on what he had been doing the day before. No one at the Ford house ever listened to the voicemails, but every call logged into the caller ID would be written on a plain white piece of paper by Rob himself, or by Katie, his executive assistant (EA), who was one of the few staffers trusted enough to enter his house. Twenty-five numbers per side. Fifty per sheet. And every one of those calls, he would return. Personally. That was his trademark, his brand—his promise. People loved it; he was sure of that.

As we drove, he’d sit with the paper in his left hand, and his flip phone and a pen—usually my pen—in his right. He’d stab the numbers into the phone with his chubby index finger and wait.

Usually, he got voice mail. “This is Rob Ford, returning your call,” he’d say. “If I can help you, please call my office at 416-397-9255. That’s 416-397-9255. If I’m not there, you can talk to one of my staff and they’ll help you out.” He’d put a big check mark next to the number, and then dial the next.

When there was no answer and no voice mail, he’d get annoyed. “Who doesn’t have a machine?” he’d grumble. “How am I supposed to call you back if you don’t have a machine?”

I’d give him time to make a few calls before beginning the briefing. At the first red light, I’d hand him the binder to go over the gist of the debate: who was sponsoring it, where it was, who would be there, and what the issues were. Often, they were small: residents upset about too much traffic turning onto their street because there was a new no-turn prohibition on a neighboring road, that kind of thing. We’d get through a few details, then he’d clear his throat and spit a large hunk of phlegm out the window. He’d done that so often that I’d gotten over the grossness of it. But you really didn’t want to be sitting in the seat behind him when he did it. Afterward, he’d punch out another number on the phone and I’d have to wait for a few more calls before continuing the briefing.

About one out of every five numbers, he’d connect with someone. Often, they had no idea who he was. I’d only ever hear half the phone call; “Hi, this is Rob Ford, I’m running for mayor of Toronto, how can I help you?” He’d spit it out quickly, followed often by a long beat. Then, “I’m returning your call.” Beat. “Well, someone from this number called me. Is this 416-555-5555? Well, then someone called me and left a message.” Beat. “Okay, well, if I can help you out in any way, let me know. Have a good night.”

But then, every tenth call or so, he’d strike gold. He’d connect with someone who was thrilled to hear his voice. Someone who loved him and would tell him so.

“Yes, this is really Rob Ford. It’s me,” he’d say, a big grin on his face. They’d explain their problem and he’d promise to help.

“Is it your tree or your neighbor’s tree? Uh-huh,” he’d say, scribbling a note on the call sheet. “Do you know if it’s privately owned or if it’s on city property?” Then he’d pull his paper calendar out of his breast pocket and unfold it on my dashboard. Squinting, he’d look at the week ahead. “Will you be home Thursday?” he’d ask. “Thursday at, say, ten o’clock?” Beat. “Good. I’ll be at your house on Thursday at ten o’clock with city staff and we’ll sort it out. No problem. I’m happy to help. I don’t mean to be rude, but I gotta let you go now. Bye.”

He’d hang up, scribble a note on his calendar, and stab his phone to reach his own office line, where he’d get his assistant’s voice mail. “Katie, it’s Rob Ford,” he’d say—his full name, every time, like he had to remind her of who he was. “I need MLS [the Municipal Licensing and Standards enforcement officers] and Forestry at (address) on Thursday at 10:00 a.m. Set it up.” He’d then check the number off his call sheet, and move on to the next.

Every time that happened, he’d say to me, “Ten votes, right there.” He’d sound happy, sure of himself. “That’s all there is to it, man,” he’d tell me. “Returning people’s calls. That’s what you gotta do. They tell their family. They tell their friends. That’s ten votes. It’s gold.”

After a few weeks of this, I learned not to fight the calls. I learned to work between them. As we closed in on the venue, after every third or fourth call, I’d interject and draw his attention back to the binder. We’d cover one talking point, or one way to deflect an opponent’s assault, and then I’d wait while he dialed another few numbers.

By the time we pulled up to the community center that evening, I’d covered all the critical points for the debate, while he’d dialed thirty numbers, left ten messages, talked to six people, and soaked up some love from three or four of them—just enough to build up his enormous yet eggshell-fragile ego for the clash of the debate. Later, I’d observe that whenever he was pressed or cornered, or there was a crisis in progress, he’d default back to his call list. Madly dialing. Looking for positive reinforcement in the praise of strangers. He called it his “ground game.” I called it “dialing for love.”

Much later—after he’d won the election, after his first year as mayor, after his behavior had become increasingly unpredictable—I’d watch as he struggled with other, more dangerous addictions. But from the beginning of our time together, his first addiction was love.


PART I | HITTING THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL: FEBRUARY–OCTOBER 2010


  1 | What Am I Doing Here?

January 2010

ROB FORD WASN’T the first boss I’d have to stand up to. In the autumn of 1989, as an army captain in Kamloops, British Columbia, I witnessed a superior officer drive while drunk, damaging a military vehicle in the process. It was late, and I was the only one around with any authority.

I spent fourteen years as an army officer, serving across Canada and in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. I learned about problem solving, leadership, and ethics, often in crisis situations. I learned that the mission comes first, and that good teams are brutally honest with one another. I expected my troops to push back on my ideas as hard as I pushed back on my boss’s ideas. That’s how we tested them.

There was no point sitting silent if the bus was heading for a cliff. You spoke up and argued your case. If you were right, the plan usually changed. If you were wrong, you usually found out why. Sometimes, though, the plan didn’t change and you didn’t know why. Sometimes, there were factors you hadn’t been told about. You trusted your boss not to tell you to do something stupid or suicidal unless it had to be done. But you also knew that someday, something just like that might have to be done.

Once the plan was decided, however, the debate was over. From that point on, you executed with excellence. You sold the mission to your troops as if it were your own idea and never apologized for it. You never said, “Yeah, it’s stupid, but it’s orders.” You owned the plan, for better or worse. That was loyalty, and it worked both ways. When your troops screwed up, you owned that too. You’d wear the shit from up top, and not blame your team. In return, they’d move mountains to protect your back.

When you join the army, some of your first lessons are about military law. Military law dictates that a soldier must obey all lawful commands; you may be court-martialed for disobeying one. But the key word is “lawful.” It’s your responsibility to know what’s lawful and what’s not. If the command is unlawful, it’s your responsibility to disobey it. Good soldiers obey the laws. And they set examples for those who follow them.

So when I witnessed my superior officer driving drunk, I arrested him, and later testified against him at trial.

I haven’t always been popular with my bosses—but I never thought any of them hired me to be popular. I thought they hired me to get difficult jobs done, by doing the right thing. Later, I would learn that this principle doesn’t always carry over to politics. But I tried.

***

In 2007, about ten years after I left the military, I accepted a challenging job in Badakhshan, Afghanistan, a hard-to-reach northern province on the frontier with Tajikistan, as part of a small European Union project dedicated to improving the capabilities of the Afghan border police. I had been recruited by the United Nations Development Programme that had been hired to deliver the EU program. They were looking for someone with a freakishly unusual mix of skills and experience. They needed an experienced management consultant with an MBA, crisis management skills, and at least ten years’ service as an infantry officer with experience in conflict zones. They found me.

The job came at a perfect time. I needed to make some cash, pay down some debt, lose some weight, and figure out where I wanted to go next, both professionally and personally. I’d run my own consulting business for the previous ten years, and had wound it down from ten employees at its peak to just me while I figured out my next step: either find some way to grow capital and stick with it, or give it up and join a bigger firm.

My marriage was in a similar state of flux. My wife, Carol, and I had been married for twelve years; our two boys, Hunter and Jonathan, were nine and four. Carol and I got along well, but we’d grown apart; we weren’t in love anymore. When the job in Afghanistan came up, we both saw it as a good opportunity—or perhaps an excuse—to take a break from one another and get some perspective.

By the end of 2008, I’d wrapped up my piece of the border management project and had found a further opportunity with International Finance Corporation, the private sector investment banking subsidiary of the World Bank Group. In December 2009, I finished my last reports for them and headed back to Toronto.

So there I was, living in the basement of my home—which seems ironic now, given the highly public roles so many basement-dwellers would eventually play in Rob Ford’s fall from grace—with my two terrific children, a wife whom I’d agreed to divorce, a stale network of business contacts, some savings, some debts that would soon eat through the savings, and a decision to make: How was I going to make money?

It was an interesting political moment in Toronto, a city that was growing faster than its infrastructure, but not as fast as its tax rate. A dozen years earlier, six smaller cities—downtown Toronto, plus five former suburbs—had been amalgamated into one “megacity.” But the projected efficiencies had failed to materialize. The size of government had grown, not shrunk, increasing the burden on taxpayers.

Don’t get me wrong: Toronto was (and remains) one of the best cities in which to live. Crime is low; health care is universal. Gay marriage has been legal and celebrated for over a decade; people from diverse cultures live together peacefully. Arts, culture, finance, tech, and academia thrive here. But it wasn’t utopia. No city is.

Unlike most US cities, Toronto pays its bills almost exclusively through property taxes, receiving no portion of the income or sales taxes that go to the federal and provincial governments. In 2006, the city was allowed to introduce limited new taxes and did so with a vengeance: vehicle registration tax, municipal land transfer tax, new user fees for water, sewer, and garbage services. At the same time, services were being cut; potholes went unfilled; water mains burst. Minor City Hall scandals—politicians using tax dollars to buy espresso machines for their offices or bunny suits for their parties—drove people crazy.

In 2006, transit workers went on an illegal wildcat strike; in 2008, they went on strike again, legally this time, but without any notice to the public. Millions of commuters ride Toronto’s buses, subways, and streetcars daily, and these disruptions cost the city’s economy an estimated $50 million per day.

Then, on June 22, 2009, the city’s employees went on strike, and stayed out for over a month. Local parks turned into makeshift garbage dumps. The city stank—though not in Etobicoke, where Rob Ford was a councillor. That western borough had privatized its garbage pick-up before it was amalgamated into the megacity. After a month, Toronto’s mayor, David Miller, gave in to the union’s demands. A city that had suffered through a long strike saw his capitulation as treason. His popularity never recovered. On September 25, he announced that he would not seek reelection. The race for mayor in 2010 would be wide open. It was a rare event in an electoral system that normally heavily favored the incumbent.

Temperamentally, the megacity wasn’t working either. There was a growing divide between the former city (the downtown) and the former suburbs (that now had more voters). City Hall was downtown, where residents often worked, went to school, and shopped within a ten- or twenty-block radius of their homes. Many didn’t own cars. They made frequent use of the city’s urban libraries, community centers, pools, and amenities. They hung out in funky cafes and went to art galleries, museums, and theaters.

But the population of Toronto was swelling with immigrants who found affordable housing in the city’s outer reaches. Their Toronto experience was not the same. They typically traveled for miles—meaning hours—between home and work. Their transit options were fewer and less reliable. And they felt City Hall was deaf to—perhaps even disdainful of—their concerns.

It was in this climate that I reached out to some friends in the political world to see if they could connect me with any of the mayoral campaigns. It was this climate that led me to Rob Ford.

***

By January 2010, leading candidates had begun to stake out their turf. The race favorite was George Smitherman. A successful Liberal Party politician, he was bright, articulate, and gay, a perfect fit for Toronto’s left-leaning electorate. (A quick primer: Ontario is the most populous province in Canada; Toronto, its capital, is the largest city in Canada. The political head of a province is called a premier.) Smitherman had been successful at the provincial level, as the elected member of Provincial Parliament for Toronto Centre. He had been deputy premier, as well as minister of health and long-term care and minister of energy and infrastructure. But he’d resigned his provincial seat, and was all-in for the mayoralty campaign, where he was considered a centrist.

Further left was Deputy Mayor Joe Pantalone, a tiny, popular, and charismatic politician who’d represented a downtown ward at City Hall for almost thirty years. Closely aligned with the incumbent mayor, David Miller, it seemed that he would either become mayor himself, or retire from politics. Then there was former Liberal Party fundraiser Rocco Rossi—a tall, bald, experienced businessman who’d been the head of the national Heart and Stroke Foundation for four years, and was as close to a conservative as most Toronto politicians get.

Rumored to be running was John Tory. At the time, Tory was a popular afternoon radio show host on Newstalk 1010, Canada’s largest talk radio station. But from September 2004 to March 2009, he had been the leader of the Progressive Conservative Party of Ontario, the province’s official opposition to the government. He’d tried and failed to form his own government—his downfall was advocating for financing religious minority schools, such as Jewish and Islamic schools, on an equal basis with Catholic and secular public schools that are financed by taxpayers, an idea the voters rejected. Tory was a respected lawyer and business executive who had first run for mayor of Toronto in 2003, losing to David Miller in a close race. He was considered then by many in the city to be honest, fair, a nice guy, and, in some circles, “the best mayor (or premier) we never had.” Would he run again for mayor? Political channels were awash with rumors.

Rumors were also swirling around a loud-mouthed, heavy-set councillor from Ward 2 named Rob Ford. Ward 2 was in the northwest corner of Toronto—far, far from City Hall. Many residents there lived on welfare or disability subsidies in social housing complexes. Others were hardworking blue-collar families, many of which had immigrated to Canada between 1950 and 1970. Ward 2 also included acres of semi-industrial and industrial land.

Ford was a hard-right conservative with outspoken, often outlandish views. He believed the best social program was a job, and that criminals should be locked up without bail. He opposed harm-reduction programs for drug addicts and felt the city should scoop homeless people off the street and force them into treatment or jail. He opposed any and all tax increases and almost any city spending not targeting roads or core services. He was a big booster of the police service and the city’s former, tough-as-nails police chief Julian Fantino.

Ford had a cult-like following in his own district, which he’d represented in Council for ten years. In fact, he was so famous for responding personally to constituent complaints that he’d begun getting them from all over the city. He would slide into his van and drive across the city to meet with citizens who were angry at their own councillors. Predictably, the other councillors were not impressed. They asked repeatedly for city staff to find a rule that would keep Ford locked up in his own district.

Ford routinely pushed the same motions every year at budget time, calling for Council to reduce city budgets, slash costs, and end perks for councillors. In the forty-five-member Toronto City Council, he routinely lost those votes by 44 to 1. But he had become the flag-bearer for taxpayers tired of waste and arrogance at City Hall. They would come to be known as Ford Nation.

My friend John Capobianco, a longtime conservative activist, was backing Rocco Rossi. He set up a meeting for me with Rossi’s campaign manager, Sachin Aggarwal. Meanwhile, another friend, Dean French, who had succeeded me as president of our local Conservative Party association, called me about Rob Ford.

French asked my opinion of Ford, and I was honest: I thought he was good at getting mentioned in the press, but rarely in a positive way. I thought conservatives respected his “always say no to spending” approach, and his consistent railing against new taxes and civil service bloat. I thought if Ford could tone down his bellicose antics, people might like his fiscal conservatism. But I also thought he was a bit of an oaf, with a penchant for getting himself in shit. To me, Rossi was a better bet. When French asked me if I thought Ford could be mayor of Toronto, I said no.

French insisted Ford wasn’t as bad as he looked in the press. He also had a huge power base in Etobicoke, which tilted further right than the rest of the city. He was serious about running for mayor, but he needed staff—and he’d never hired anyone but administrative assistants before. French, who was informally helping Doug Ford assemble a campaign team for his brother, asked if I’d come on board and help run the campaign.

I asked who the campaign manager was, and French answered, “Rob’s brother Doug.” I asked if they had money. They did. The family owned and operated Deco Labels & Tags, a specialty printing business with operations in Etobicoke, Chicago, and New Jersey. Rob’s father, Doug Ford Sr., had launched the business with a partner in 1962 and bought him out years later. Deco had found a profitable niche printing labels for everything that needed labels—and that, apparently, was a lot of things. I said I’d take the meeting.

***

In mid-February 2010, I met with Sachin Aggarwal at Rocco Rossi’s campaign headquarters on the edge of the city’s fashionable Yorkville area. It was full of signs, six-foot folding tables, and metal chairs. New computers were being unpacked. Upstairs was another long meeting table and a quiet zone at the end of the room, overlooking Avenue Road. It looked every inch a campaign office for a major contender. Aggarwal was smart and on top of things. We discussed how Rossi might eat into Smitherman’s vote. But there were no paid positions available, and I needed to be paid.

Then on February 23, 2010, French and I met with Doug Ford. Not at a campaign office—at a Perkins restaurant near the Toronto airport. The back booth that Doug chose was in a closed section near the kitchen, but no one objected. One, the Fords were regulars. And two, there was little upside to arguing with Doug Ford.

Doug looked like a cleaner, smarter, fitter, better-dressed, and more successful version of his younger brother Rob. His blonde hair was carefully arranged and his suit fit him well. He had perfect teeth, a blinding smile, an easy laugh, and a piercing gaze I could feel drilling into my forehead throughout our conversation. Rob was nowhere to be seen.

Dean introduced me and established my conservative bona fides. I’d been a board member and a president of the local Conservative Party of Canada Association. I’d been the director of communications for John Capobianco’s 2004 and 2006 federal election campaigns. I began to run through my CV: MBA from Western University, Canadian army officer for fourteen years, a detour into banking from 1996 to 1998, then consulting and Afghanistan.

Doug cut me off. “That’s exactly what we need,” he said. For the next hour, he launched into a near-soliloquy about Rob’s strengths and the core of his platform, pausing only to answer the few questions I managed to slip in. He spouted phrases like “stopping the tax-and-spend mentality at City Hall,” and “getting the city back on track” to attract business. He vowed to ax Toronto’s landmark red and white streetcars, which rumbled along the surface of main arteries, and build more subways instead. He talked about the Ford family’s hold on Etobicoke, their experience running their father’s successful 1995 campaign for provincial office and Rob’s City Council campaigns, and the huge on-the-ground team they could put into place.

He talked about Rob’s longstanding appearances, every Thursday morning for six years, on The John Oakley Show on AM640 radio, in a segment called, “What’s Eating Rob Ford.” The segment had a populist bent and had built a loyal following for Ford. Listeners across the Greater Toronto Area had embraced Ford’s plainspoken, “call a spade a spade” approach to politics. Doug said that Rob planned to announce his candidacy on the March 25 segment, followed by a formal launch at a wine and cheese party his family had already planned to celebrate Rob’s ten years on Toronto City Council.

Somewhere in there, I threw out an idea: As a councillor, Rob could organize a “Subway Summit,” inviting experts to talk about different ways to build and finance subways. It would link Rob’s name with transit (one of Toronto’s most pressing issues as its population exploded) and position him as an activist committed to moving the city forward. Doug loved it. He asked me to start on it right away.

We talked money. Doug wanted me full time. I was hesitant. I didn’t want to commit to full time as I was flirting with another private client and needed to develop more if I was going to get back into the consulting world. We agreed it made sense to be flexible. There would be days I worked two or three hours and days I worked twelve or more. On average, I expected the job would be three or four hours a day, four or five days a week until Ford was out of the race. I didn’t think he would catch up to Smitherman or Rossi.

The amount of money any Toronto mayoral candidate can spend is limited by law. In 2010, the spending limit for the near-eleven-month campaign would be around $1.3 million. For everything: staff, advertising, offices, signage, database, call centers, the whole gamut. It was tight. They couldn’t afford to pay anyone big bucks.

Doug and I agreed on a $30,000 flat fee, open to renegotiation if the job required more work than I expected. He gave me Rob’s cell number, and promised Rob would call me later that day. I figured I’d put in my time and be finished by the end of May. The Toronto mayoral campaign is a bit like a US-style primary and election merged together. Many early candidates drop off as the race progresses and the bills pile up. I expected Rob would be out by summer.

I was way off. Rob never called me. In fact, we didn’t even meet until early March. I ended up working sixteen- to twenty-hour days, six to seven days a week, until election day on October 25. I’d taken the job to earn a few bucks while I found other work, but I got hooked on the adrenalin of succeeding against long odds. I never was able to negotiate more money; frankly, I didn’t really try. It was a horrible business deal. It almost drove me into bankruptcy. But it turned out to be one hell of a ride.


  2 | Who Are These People?

I DROVE UP to Diane Ford’s red brick house at the very end of Weston Wood Road, a quiet cul-de-sac in central Etobicoke, about eight miles northwest of Toronto’s downtown. This is not the Toronto of sleek glass high-rises, reclaimed factory lofts, museums, and concert halls. This is a former suburb of commercial strip malls, mostly modest houses, and leafy streets. The people who live here are more likely to be concerned about their block having a pothole than the Toronto City Hall having a “green” roof.

Weston Wood Road leads east off the local north–south artery, Royal York Road. Across from the cul-de-sac is Royal York Plaza, a tired, 1970s-era commercial strip mall with a grocery store, a gas station, and a number of small shops, including a Chinese takeout shop called Mayflower, which made Rob’s favorite takeout dinners, and a dingy pub called Sullie Gorman’s. Four years later, the pub would be the setting for one of Ford’s notorious racist rants, which would be recorded and leaked to the media, prompting him to finally enter rehab. But on this day, the neighborhood was quiet.

Diane Ford, Rob’s then seventy-five-year-old mother, was the matriarch of the Ford clan, which included Kathy, then forty-nine; Randy, forty-eight; Doug, forty-five; and Rob, forty. A bright, no-nonsense woman, she was the widow of Douglas Ford Sr., who died from cancer in 2006 at the age of seventy-three. Ford Sr. was a tough-talking, no-bullshit conservative businessman who parlayed a mediocre sales career into a multimillion-dollar business, and served one term, from 1995 to 1999, as a Progressive Conservative backbencher in the Ontario government. (He reportedly kept the bar in his Queen’s Park office well-stocked, and MPPs—Members of Provincial Parliament—of many political stripes would gather there after the legislature adjourned for the day.) One of his compatriots, Jim Flaherty, would go on to become Canada’s minister of finance.

Diane’s three-story house, dominated by a cedar-shake roof, is the house Rob grew up in, and it remains the Ford family headquarters. It’s the venue for most of the Fords’ major social gatherings, and when enemies are attacking, it’s where the family gathers to regroup.

Inside, the decor is eclectic—Oriental rugs, vases, statuary. Outside, the half-acre backyard boasts a swimming pool, fountains, and several bronze statues, including a bare-breasted nymph, a kangaroo, a baboon, and a naked boy peeing into the water. A rock garden climbs a hill, dividing the main pool area from a more private family garden. A large play area with a children’s swing set occupies the farthest corner of the yard, against a chain-link fence and vehicle-sized gate that lets out onto the wooded parkland beyond.

Annual “Ford Fest” gatherings—community parties the family throws for “everyone in the city”—took place here until 2013. While working for Ford, I would attend four of them, along with about five thousand other people who came for the free hamburgers and beer, to listen to live music from local cover bands, and for the chance to meet, shake hands, and pose for a photo with Rob and Doug Ford.

Serious business, however, happens downstairs, in a large rec room equipped with a full wet bar and wide-screen TV. This is where the clan would gather on election night in 2010; it’s also where Ford’s council allies would confront him in a mini-intervention in 2012. On this day, it was the site of my first Rob Ford campaign team meeting.

A dozen of us, including Doug Ford—not Rob, though; he was late—gathered around a jerry-rigged boardroom table comprising a card table, a four-foot folding table, and a round dining table, with an assortment of kitchen and folding chairs jammed in wherever they fit. We took turns introducing ourselves and explaining our roles as we saw them. Many referred to themselves as “volunteer organizers.” Most were veterans of Rob’s previous council campaigns, and some had worked on his father’s 1995 provincial campaign. Except for Doug’s daughter Krista, they were middle-aged, white, and largely unimpressive.

The exception was Tom Beyer, a volunteer who was working on social media for the campaign. He seemed eager and knowledgeable. But my inner alarm went off when he listed the number of websites already running or being prepared: There was Rob’s Council page, his personal site, and a campaign site; there was a personal Facebook page, plus a fan page managed by Rob’s niece, Krista; and there were a number of Twitter handles. It seemed like too much to keep track of. I’d already studied the campaign websites for Smitherman and Rossi. Both were professionally developed and slick. Too slick for Rob Ford, I thought. He was a Chevy, not a Mercedes. He was Everyman’s candidate. His web presence should be effective, but appear low-cost, almost homemade, but still highly effective; it would require a fine balance.

Overall, no one at the table seemed to understand that a campaign to be the mayor of one of North America’s largest, most progressive cities in the early days of the twenty-first century was in a different league than a campaign for City Council. They believed that if their tactics were good enough to win Ward 2, they were good enough to win a city of forty-four wards. They just needed to work forty-four times harder.

That was naive. The Toronto mayoral race is the biggest political campaign in Canada. The federal and provincial governments are parliamentary systems; political parties run candidates in electoral districts across the country or province. Each district elects one representative to a seat in the legislature, and the party that wins the most seats forms the government. The leader of the winning party becomes the prime minister of Canada, or the premier of the province. Campaigns typically last no longer than thirty-six days.

In Toronto, there were twenty-two federal and provincial districts that elected members to the federal and provincial parliaments. (This number is increasing to twenty-five beginning with the October 2015 federal election due to population growth.) But there are forty-four city wards; generally speaking, each federal district was divided into two city wards, each represented by a city councillor. The mayor, however, is elected directly by everyone in the city.

To put that in context: In the 2011 federal election, Prime Minister Stephen Harper won his seat in the Calgary Southwest district with 42,998 votes. We estimated whoever became mayor of Toronto in 2010 would need over 300,000 votes to win, based on past voter turnout. Not only would that person need to motivate the greatest number of voters of any politician in the country, he or she would also have to survive the longest campaign, almost eleven months. This was a function of a fixed election date in late October and a campaign registration period that began on the first working day of January.

City councillors didn’t need to create policy or platforms. They just needed to knock on doors to build name recognition, then get their few thousand supporters out to vote on election day. In 2010, Rob Ford would have to develop policy, a platform, prepare for scores of debates, put up thousands of lawn signs, and persuade over three hundred thousand people to get out, rain or shine, to vote for him. It was far from a council race—it was the biggest political campaign in the country.

From the moment discussion began in Diane’s basement, the rhythm was peculiar, as if Ford’s campaign were already well underway. Doug declared that Rob (who was still a working city councillor and had been since 2000) would announce his candidacy on March 26, 2010, at the Toronto Congress Centre, a suburban conference facility near the airport. He expected five thousand people to attend—an unlikely number, I thought. Someone asked what color the lawn signs would be. Another said it would be important to get Etobicoke’s Snapd—a monthly, free-distribution community newspaper—to cover the launch. There was also a lot of bashing of Smitherman and Rossi, which gave me pause. Underestimating one’s opponents is never wise. Doug seemed to have an attention deficit problem, finding it hard to stay engaged in the conversation and often steering the talk off into other directions before any conclusions could be reached.

About an hour into the meeting, Rob arrived, to a brief round of applause. Other politicians might shake hands and greet people by name. Rob, however, seemed shy, and avoided direct eye contact when speaking. He pulled a seat up to the table and uttered a few familiar sentences about stopping the waste at City Hall and improving customer service.

When my turn to speak arrived, I posited that winning the election would be a massive undertaking that required a formal structure, a detailed strategy, and a large team. A silence fell. Those who were veteran volunteers from Rob’s past council campaigns seemed offended. “It’s all about knocking on doors,” one said. “That’s how you win elections.”

I turned to Rob. “Why are you running for mayor?” I asked. A campaign can’t only be about how to get someone elected. There has to be a reason why a candidate is running, and a reason people should vote for him.

“Because people want me to,” Ford replied. “Everywhere I go, people are always telling me I should run for mayor. I have ten years of experience in the private sector running Deco, the largest label printer in Canada, and ten years on Council. I know the value of a dollar and what customer service is all about.”

We’d have to work on that answer. It was the single most important question he’d be asked in the early campaign, and one he’d be judged by. As it turned out, I would spend much of my next four years trying to figure out why Rob Ford wanted to be mayor. Only later, after I’d been fired, did I finally feel I understood. But I didn’t then.

To me, it wasn’t enough if people believed Ford would be a prudent fiscal manager—he also had to build a city people wanted. Or was he destined to be a one-term mayor, one who gets the finances in order, then hands it to the next guy, who can afford to have a vision for the future?

I jotted my thoughts into my notebook: How do we mitigate people’s fear that Ford may not be ready for the bigger role? He’s not an eloquent speaker—could the campaign highlight his actions and accomplishments, rather than his words and vision? What were those accomplishments? What was that vision? It seemed to be, “Toronto is the greatest city in the world, but it’s going in the wrong direction.” (Of course, those were my words rephrasing his, and we’d need to do some research to confirm people actually felt the city was going the wrong way.) He definitely needed a speaking coach.

After twenty minutes, Rob excused himself, saying he had to get back to work. An hour and a half later, the meeting ending, leaving me with a handful of notes and a head full of doubts. I went for coffee and sketched out the beginning of an assessment of how the public would perceive mayoral candidate Rob Ford, based on what I’d learned so far. I still have it:

I sketched out two columns: I titled the left-hand column “RF’s weaknesses” and listed five negative public perceptions I’d seen and heard in the media. They included frequent comments that he was racist due to his “Orientals” comment; that he was a “wife beater” because he’d been charged with domestic abuse once, but wasn’t arrested and the charges had been withdrawn; rumors he was an alcoholic fueled by a well-reported episode at a local hockey game; suggestions he was a “rageoholic” because he seemed prone to angry outbursts; and finally, the fact that he talked with his eyes closed—I noted to myself, “Speaking from the heart but can’t make eye contact. Nervous?”

I titled the right-hand column “Mitigation” and it was still blank. I didn’t yet know how to mitigate these perceptions. But I knew I’d have to try.

March 11, 2010

Four days after the rec room meeting, I entered City Hall for the first time, for my first proper sit-down with Rob Ford. Toronto’s City Hall, designed by Finnish architect Viljo Revell and opened in 1965, is an iconic space-age building with two clamshell-shaped towers protecting flying saucer-shaped “pearls” set back off a large public plaza, with a skating rink in winter, and space for concerts or craft shows in warmer months. In 1969, it was the inspiration for an alien building in a Star Trek comic; in 1988 it appeared in an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation; and it also has shown up in video games and music videos. Unlike many seats of government, it’s open to the public—anyone can circulate around the rotunda, and even up on the second floor where the political offices are. The semi-circular Council chamber sits within a domed central “saucer,” supported by a single pillar running through the center of the rotunda down to the foundation of the building. I was impressed.

I was dressed like a successful consultant: conservative suit, splashy Thomas Pink shirt, cufflinks, understated tie. Ford wore a dark blue suit, a blue shirt with the top button undone, and a blue and black diamond-patterned tie. His suit jacket was hanging on the back of his leather chair. This was Ford’s uniform. He went everywhere and did everything in a suit. He described himself as a businessman more than a politician, and businessmen wear suits.

I sat down at a round table in Ford’s office. Every inch of wall space was covered with photos and certificates of appreciation from community groups, as well as framed copies of editorial cartoons, mostly lampooning him. (So he had a sense of humor about himself. That was good.) His desk was covered in papers, and a huge plastic cup of water was leaving rings on the blotter.

Rob sat at his desk and spoke at length, fidgeting most of the time, avoiding eye contact almost entirely. He would look down at the papers on his desk and fuss with them while speaking, or lean back in his leather chair and look up toward the ceiling as if seeking divine inspiration. He was a big man, not quite six feet tall, but easily 330 pounds. His thick, sausage-like fingers were unexpectedly expressive, and I found myself distracted by his sharp, yellowed, mis-spaced teeth. His voice was an octave higher than I would have expected for someone his size, but once he got going he spoke with passion. He was genuinely upset by spending at City Hall and took it personally when money was wasted on things he didn’t think important. He laughed easily, though, and shrugged off most of the criticism he’d received in the press and from his colleagues.

Almost by rote, Ford listed the top five things he wanted to do as mayor: Reduce the size of City Council from forty-four councillors (plus the mayor) to twenty-two. Repeal the $60 car registration tax. Eliminate the city’s land transfer tax. Make Toronto’s transit agency an official “essential service,” so workers could no longer strike. And privatize the garbage collection. These were all eye-level things that concerned average residents. There was no “vision for the future of a great city” talk here.

He wanted to tackle other, similar issues, too: make the paramedic service an essential service; eliminate the city’s fair-wage policy; reduce the money handed out in grant programs; clean up graffiti across the city; introduce subsidized rent vouchers so that people in subsidized housing could move into private rental units; and add daycare spaces. He knew what the city spent for each service. He pinpointed waste that could be trimmed. He seemed thoughtful, and took pride in his ideas. Rob Ford was not the fool many people dismissed him as.

I zeroed in on his idea to reduce Council by half. He talked about how much money it would save: about $350,000 in salaries for each councillor plus their staff plus about $53,000 in office expenses each, representing about $9.2 million per year. This was small potatoes out of a $13 billion city budget, but it was big money to voters. But could it be done?

To me, it seemed ridiculous. What councillor would vote him- or herself out of a job? His answer floored me.

It’s important to know that Ford didn’t work to lobby votes for his motions, as most politicians do. He didn’t approach fellow councillors for support or offer to horse-trade for something they wanted. In classic Rob Ford style, he just wrote up the motion, submitted it to the city clerk, and waited for the vote to be called at the next council meeting. Yet, when Ford had introduced a motion to cut Council in half a few years earlier, fourteen councillors had actually voted yes. It wasn’t the twenty-three he needed, but there were fourteen people willing to risk their own jobs. Why?

Ford’s eyes lit up when he answered. “They’re politicians, buddy,” he said. “They all think they’ll win.”

Many city councillors aspired to higher political offices at the provincial or federal levels. If a councillor wanted to run provincially or federally in the same area he or she already represented, the person would have to carry his or her own ward, plus the adjacent ward that made up the other half of the provincial/federal district. If, however, there were only twenty-two councillors, each would have the full provincial/federal district. They would already have the volunteers, the voter identification lists, the sign locations, and the relationships essential to a winning campaign. It would make the move up so much easier.

I was stunned. Legally, Council can determine its own size. Ford had figured out how to use the councillors’ egos and ambitions to do the job for him.

I spent several hours shaping some of Ford’s ideas into a platform that would appeal to voters, and sent a rough draft to Doug the next day. It was a start.

***

My more immediate worry was the launch date. Everyone was working toward March 26, but I didn’t think Ford was ready. I thought the wine and cheese party scheduled for that night should simply be a ten-year-anniversary celebration, as advertised on the invitations Ford was sending out everywhere. I thought Rob should run a shadow campaign, with some policy announcements, including the subway summit we’d discussed at Perkins. That would build his profile and test the waters to see if he had enough city-wide support to launch a mayoral run. If he did, he would announce. If he didn’t, he’d run again for council.

Doug, however, had other ideas. He wanted Rob to make his usual appearance on the John Oakley radio show at 7:00 a.m. Thursday, March 25, and publicly announce his intent to run. Then he wanted Rob to lead a contingent of supporters down the street to City Hall, where he’d register in front of the press gallery cameras and take questions from the media. The following day, he’d use his wine and cheese event to make his campaign launch speech to thousands of cheering supporters.

To pull that off, I figured Ford would need speeches, a website, a video crew to tape “what Rob did for me” testimonials, a backgrounder and news release for the media, a handout copy of the launch speech, and a short, punchy tagline that both summed up Rob’s campaign and resonated with voters. The good news was, we had five whole days until launch. So much for this being a half-day job, five days a week. I was already pulling sixteen-hour days, every day. It would only get busier.

I pushed Rob to delay. Unless he needed the extra time to raise funds, there was no advantage to launching his campaign early. At some meetings, he’d agree with me. At others, after he’d spoken to Doug, he’d say he’d changed his mind. Later, I would realize this was a trait of his: He’d agree with whatever anyone said to him, while continuing on the course he’d always planned on taking. It wasn’t until March 24 that I got a definitive answer: We were launching the next day.

***

Walking into my second private meeting with Ford in his City Hall office, the first person I saw was his EA, Katherine Bee, whom Ford called Katie. She was a slim, attractive brunette who worked hard and seemed able to take Ford in stride. She had a law degree and briefed Rob on council agendas, prepared and filed his motions, and kept track of his schedule and calls. That day, she’d run into a small problem concerning the Rob Ford Football Foundation, a registered charity Ford ran privately to raise funds for football programs in high schools.

Football was one of Ford’s great passions. He’d played in high school and at Carleton University in Ottawa. He coached the Don Bosco Catholic Secondary School football team, the Eagles, and was set on leading them to the championship in the fall.

But that day, Bee informed Ford that a citizen had complained about a letter she’d received from the Rob Ford Football Foundation. The woman demanded to know how Ford had gotten her address, and said she didn’t think it was appropriate for him to use city councillor letterhead for private foundation business.

Ford didn’t see the problem. Bee tried again to explain it, but he cut her off with a gesture I would see repeated a thousand times. He didn’t just shake his head. His entire head shuddered left to right, as if he was having a spasm. His arms flew up, bent at the elbows, palms open, as if he were the victim of a stickup. It was his physical reaction to information that simply didn’t compute.

I stuck a toe into the discussion. Even though the stationery, envelope, and stamp were all paid for out of Rob’s pocket, and not by his City Council budget, the letterhead still read “Councillor Rob Ford” at City Hall. I explained that someone might think that using councillor letterhead was a misuse of taxpayer-funded stationery, the very type of abuse Ford was proud of battling. Maybe they should get some Rob Ford Football Foundation stationery.

“That’s crazy,” Ford said. He was Councillor Rob Ford, whether he was doing council business or private business. It was part of his name. Why shouldn’t he use it?

I backed off. He ignored the complaint, and “solved” the problem by ordering that all future mailings should come from Deco, the family’s private company, instead of City Hall. None of us imagined that this stationery issue would one day lead to an Ontario Court judge throwing Ford out of office. I had more immediate concerns.

When I signed onto the Ford campaign, Rob was already a controversial figure. Over the years, he’d been involved in a number of incidents that were amply reported and known to many voters. They would certainly be used to disparage his character and undermine his credibility as a mayoral candidate. I had to know what I was getting into, working for this man.

I had clear ground rules: I would always do the right thing. I would do nothing illegal. I would not help anyone do anything illegal. I would not harm someone, or do something I wasn’t comfortable with. I wouldn’t lie—about anything, for anyone. Not only did this protect me, but it also served my clients. Once people know you’ll break the law or lie, no one will trust you. If no one trusts you, you can no longer be effective.

I knew Ford had flaws and had done stupid things in the past, but I needed to hear his side of the stories, however awkward the conversation would be. I needed to learn about his character, and to figure out how to mitigate the negative impact of his past on his campaign prospects.

“Ask away, buddy,” Ford said. “I’m an open book.”

I cleared my throat and launched in, keeping it conversational and light. I didn’t want him to put up his guard. I needed him to open up to me.

I began with an incident that occurred during a Toronto Maple Leafs hockey game at the Air Canada Centre on Saturday, April 15, 2006. Ford reportedly was intoxicated, and got into a shouting argument with a couple sitting near him. His language was obscene and offensive, and eventually security escorted him out of the building. When a reporter for the National Post, one of Canada’s two national newspapers, asked him about it, he denied being there. A few days later, after another newspaper picked up the story, he told the Toronto Star, “I wasn’t even at the game, so someone’s trying to do a real hatchet job on me.” Days later, he finally admitted he’d been there, and called it a “huge mistake.”

“I reflected on it last night and talked to my family,” he told the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. “I came forward and admitted it. That’s all I can do. I mean, I’m not perfect.” It was a refrain the world would eventually hear repeated many, many times—but I didn’t know that then.

Ford’s explanation sounded genuine. He claimed the Post reporter had asked him about the wrong game. When the reporter corrected that mistake, Ford admitted his own. While it seemed to me that Ford was using the reporter’s mistake to avoid an unpleasant truth, I took him at his word. There was something uncannily likeable and believable about the guy; he admitted to so many flaws, it was easy to believe he wasn’t hiding any more.

Next, I asked about some of the remarks he’d made in Council that had gotten him into hot water. He had called fellow councillor Giorgio Mammoliti, who is Italian Canadian, a “Gino boy” in the heat of an argument on the council floor. He’d described councillor Gloria Lindsay Luby as a “waste of skin.”

Ford asked me if I’d ever been to a council meeting. I hadn’t. “Then you don’t know what it’s like,” he said. “You have no idea. No idea. You should hear what people call each other when the microphones are off.” (Councillors’ microphones are turned on only when they have the floor to speak.) So yes, he’d said those things—but other councillors had said worse to him. His mistake had been to say those things when his microphone was turned on.

I then asked him about his comments about gays and Asians. He’d taken contrarian positions at Council against city funding for the annual pride parade, which brings millions of tourist dollars into the city each summer, and in 2006, he’d opposed spending $1.5 million on an HIV/AIDS awareness program. In a Council speech, he’d infamously said, “It is very preventable. If you are not doing needles and you are not gay, you wouldn’t get AIDS probably. That’s the bottom line.” He was pilloried for these comments.

I asked Ford if he had a problem with gay people. He said he didn’t care if you were “straight, gay, black, white, or purple,” but he didn’t believe taxpayers should pay for parades. Not for the gay community, not for the Santa Claus parade, not for anyone. He also said taxpayers shouldn’t fund disease awareness programs. “My heart bleeds for people with AIDS,” he said. “But we can’t pay for every disease. How do we choose? Why just AIDS? Why not cancer? My dad died of cancer and it was horrible. We don’t spend money on that.” His argument didn’t make much sense, but I figured we could build a reasonable argument for his position.

My litany of questions continued. On March 6, 2008, during a council debate on allowing retail shopping on holidays, Ford said, “Those Oriental people work like dogs…. They sleep beside their machines. The Oriental people, they’re slowly taking over. They’re hard, hard workers.” When I asked him about that, he still didn’t quite get what he’d done wrong. He said he was trying to pay Asians a compliment.

“I didn’t know ‘Oriental’ was wrong,” Ford said. “I visited China with my dad. We went through the factories there and workers were literally sleeping beside their machines. They work so hard.” He confessed that his ideas often came out jumbled, and he hated that. He knew he needed help with public speaking. I told him that was what I was there for.

I saved my toughest question for last: In March 2008, Ford had been arrested and charged with assaulting and uttering a death threat to his wife, Renata. When the charges reached the courts in May of that year, the Crown prosecutor withdrew them, saying there were inconsistencies in Renata’s story.
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