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INTRODUCTION

I have a chad. It is inside an envelope, tacked to the bulletin board in my pod at the Washington Post. I recovered the chad from under a table in Plantation, Florida, where the Broward County canvassing board members had been counting ballots (on-the-knees research, the abject groveling for a story, the collection of the debris of breaking news, are skills in which I take great pride). Given the extreme closeness of the presidential election it goes without saying that this chad is potentially historic, and, like the adjacent bulletin board photographs of my children, it has immeasurable sentimental value to me. Bids from readers should start at $500.

We had begun the year fearing that the nation would be crippled by something far more technologically exotic, a software glitch, the Y2K bug, something encoded in every computer and capable of shutting down everything from satellites to toaster ovens. Little did we know that the technological crisis of the millennium would involve a 1960s contraption called the Votomatic. Citizens are supposed to punch a hole in a ballot with a stylus; the ballot design made this as difficult, for some, as piloting the space shuttle. Some voters missed the instruction to “choose only one.”

The mechanical process of voting was undermined by its own detritus; the nation learned of the chronic problem known as “chad buildup.” The manual counting of ballots caused some partially detached chads to fall off. Republicans, inflamed, swooped in and collected the chads from the floor. This was crime scene evidence. The Republicans asked for surveillance tapes from security cameras in the corners of the ballot-counting room. I kept thinking that it didn’t seem quite real, that this couldn’t really be happening—the election was supposed to be over. It was late November. We were all out here in what used to be the swamp of South Florida. There is an established way that we select our president, and this wasn’t it.

You can’t believe how small a chad is until you see one up close. It is so small it has almost no dimensions whatsoever. You can’t even pick it up between finger and thumb—you have to lick a finger and dab it. In our materialistic, consumption-driven society this is quite possibly one of the smallest man-made objects anywhere in the Western Hemisphere. It strives to be humble, but seems merely ridiculous. Obviously it is the perfect symbol of the 2000 presidential election, with its absurdly tiny margin of victory and defeat—the great groaning enterprise of national politics and the lofty prize of the White House all coming down to an epistemological conundrum over the meaning of dimpled, pregnant, hanging, and dangling chads.

FOR THE PAST couple of years I’ve written an online column, “Rough Draft,” a nod to former Post publisher Phil Graham’s dictum that journalism is the “first rough draft of history.” My boss, Mary Hadar, approved the name of the column despite my preference for a name more along the lines of “Today’s Incremental Government Process Story.” I am permitted to write whatever I want, on any topic, so long as it is produced in the morning for publication on our Web site at lunchtime. In exchange for agreeing to produce three columns a week I insisted on receiving concessions on quality. Two decent columns and one bad column a week strike me as an honorable goal.

The transition to the Internet has not come easy, in part because, when you write for the Internet, you have to produce copy rather than merely talk about producing copy. For years I adhered to a Platonic ideal of journalism in which one did not want to destroy the purity of The Story by reducing it to an actual published text. The Story was a theoretical construct, marbled with hidden meanings, leitmotifs, verbal echoes, and stretches of iambic pentameter that suddenly and deftly give way to trochaic hexameter. Also there would be lots of palindromes.

Obviously I had no choice but to wait for the right moment to write The Story, and that moment never arrived. I was forced to decline all assignments in the meantime. Occasionally a new editor, unaware of my system, would wander over and ask me to “write” something, and I’d have to explain how this was truly impossible, and indeed unthinkable, and that the best I could offer was that I would put the story idea on a list of other assignments I had previously declined.

All that has changed. The Washington Post spawned a sister company that runs a vast, deep online enterprise at washington-post.com. We are thrilled by this new medium that allows us to give away our journalism for free rather than going through the hassle of charging for it. The big problem is the appetite of the online universe—you must keep feeding the thing, keep filing, regardless of whether you have anything to say. I’m now an appendage of a globe-spanning digital news matrix. I do, for the record, have an editor, Tracy Grant, who, thanks to the wonders of Internet technology, is not allowed to leave her computer even for such emergencies as childbirth.

The Internet is not a medium well suited to those who like to polish their prose and contemplate at leisure the nuances of political discourse. It’s a medium for spewing. This is its worst attribute, and, simultaneously, its great virtue. Much of what runs on the Internet is just chatter. Facts are outnumbered by assertions—it’s almost talk radio. But there’s also some charm in that. The writing on the Net tends to be conversational, honest, direct. Like food, journalism is fresher when it’s not heavily processed. There’s no time for journalism-by-committee. When online writing is effective, it creates the sense of being at a dinner party with a lot of smart, loud, opinionated people who are still several drinks away from being completely soused.

Some things don’t change when you transfer to a different medium. Good journalism has some constants: get it right, be fair, double-check facts, ask yourself if that joke really works, rewrite slop, elide garbage, say what you really think. Don’t blather on. Don’t steal insights from the smart reporters who sit next to you, unless you credit them. Don’t go back into columns you wrote in January and insert sentences like, “I think this race will come down to a few thousand ballots in Florida and may actually wind up in the Supreme Court, where Bush will win by a 5–4 margin.” Don’t use italics to try to add life to a lame joke when you can get more bang for your buck by leaning on the Caps Lock key.

Consider this book a diary. I’ve reworked some of the material, cut parts that no longer seemed relevant, but have avoided the temptation to remove the momentary misapprehensions, the truly stupid things that indict the intelligence of the author. Almost all of this was written in a caffeine frenzy on the morning that it was originally published. I have a system: Start writing in my attic around 7:00 A.M., pause to make breakfast and school lunches, write some more, and then, around 9:00 A.M., abandon the column and call Tracy at the office, telling her that I have no ideas and nothing to say and should probably quit writing “Rough Draft” and return to real journalism. Tracy invariably will respond by saying that I can have an extra fifteen minutes to file but no more. I drive to the office, enter my pod, and ask David Von Drehle, the reporter next to me, what I should write. He tells me. I type real fast for two hours and file at noon. Tracy and Mary edit the column, taking out the stuff that will get us sued and destroy the reputation of one of the greatest news organizations on the planet. The column then zooms electronically across the river to the editors at washingtonpost.com. With astonishing speed they review, copy-edit, and format the piece and somehow, through a digital miracle, publish it on the Web site at 1:00 P.M. By about 1:15 P.M. I get the first e-mail saying that I am scum, the lowliest slime on the planet, a detestable putrescence. The process has a beautiful, natural rhythm, culminating at about 6:00 P.M. when suddenly I can’t remember what I wrote that morning.

This book tracks an amazing year in presidential politics, culminating in the madness in Florida. I didn’t plan, back in January 2000, on writing very many columns about the campaign, but it became increasingly preoccupying, a good story turning into a great story, and then finally, after Election Day, into a story for the ages. Internet journalism is often remarkably free of anything that could be called “reporting,” but old habits die hard, and much of what follows was typed in hotels and motels around the country. My editors let me tag along with the Post’s legendary team of political reporters; I went to New Hampshire, South Carolina, and the conventions in Philadelphia and Los Angeles; during the fall I hit the road in Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania; after the election I wound up in South Florida, trolling for chads. There was no intention at any point to document comprehensively the events of 2000; these are word-doodles, some marginalia on the historical record, with much of the material hideously self-reflective, and the whole mess utterly lacking—now that I look at it more closely—any mention of the actual issues, policies, important public statements, or key turning points of the contest. It’s a miracle there are any references at all to Bush and Gore.

The reader will note that the material becomes rather less earnest and more satiric as the text progresses. This was an organic response to an increasingly bizarre situation. It also reflects a reporter’s natural desire, when first covering a story, to be dutiful, to get all the facts and the inside skinny, to deliver to the reader something that is every bit as much a public service as dependable sewage treatment. Fortunately this ambition quickly dissipates, and the reporter can start writing entertaining stories. My own specially calibrated style is to combine reportage with humor, but not so much reportage that the product feels like “serious journalism” and not so much humor that the product is actually “funny.” It’s an exceedingly delicate balance.

One thing didn’t change all year: On certain critical matters I never knew what the hell I was talking about. Included in this volume is my confident assertion that Gore would refrain from using a bunch of lawyers to challenge the outcome of the election. On the most important question of the year—who would win?—I offered my own prediction numerous times, never wavering, starting with a column that appeared early in January 2000:

“I think it’s obvious that the 2000 campaign is pretty much a done deal, and that Gore and Bush will be the nominees this summer and that Gore will win by 5 to 8 percentage points in the fall.”

The point being, never trust what you read on the Internet.



PART ONE PRIMARIES



Winnowing The Field

A presidential candidacy begins roughly five to seven years before the actual election, when the candidate first learns to grovel shamelessly for money and lie without smirking. Three years before the election, approximately, the candidate begins showing up with alarming frequency in remote towns in Iowa and New Hampshire; by this point he will have created a fund-raising organization with a name like the Foundation for Heroic Leadership, or the Boldness Institute. Finally, about one year before the election, and before a single vote has been cast, the candidate will realize that all the talented campaign people are working for someone else, no one is writing him any checks, and his rallies are attended only by people who are being paid to do so. An old, trusted friend will work up the nerve to tell the candidate that his basic problem is that he is “unlikeable.” For the first time, he will realize that many interesting things are going to happen to him in his life, but being president of the United States is not one of them.

The 2000 campaign had achieved its essential shape by the time of the Feb. 1 New Hampshire primary. There were two Establishment-backed front-runners, George W. Bush and Al Gore. They had every imaginable advantage: money, name recognition, strategists galore, huge leads in the national polls. Neither, however, had anything like the sparkle of the former Vietnam prisoner of war, Senator John McCain, who was out there blitzing New Hampshire in his bus, the Straight Talk Express. The McCain insurrection was stealing the show; it would dominate the storyline until the spring thaw.


Manchester, New Hampshire

Jan. 27

New Hampshire looks perfect. The roadside snowbanks sprout signs for the presidential candidates—a kind of political vegetation. All the candidates want good “visibility,” which means that, even in subzero temperatures, volunteers are ordered to take positions on the sidewalks, wave placards, chant, cheer, sing fight songs, hop up and down, endure frostbite, and die if necessary—whatever it takes to create a sense that a candidate is getting hot. You find yourself wondering what kind of person would be so passionate about Al Gore that he’d stand in the biting cold for two hours holding a large G next to someone with a large O. (And does the person with the O feel just a wee bit jealous of the person who gets to hold the G?)

Here are two guys with pots on their heads: “Pot-heads for Gore.” Here are some enviros with a giant inflatable Smokey Bear that, unfortunately, keeps accidentally deflating, collapsing forward in slow motion, until finally the nose touches the pavement—just about the saddest thing you’ve ever seen. Here are some people wearing jumpsuits and parachutes. Explanation? “We don’t want the privatization of Social Security, because it’s like throwing young people out of an airplane without a parachute.” Ah. That.

Of course there’s Vermin Supreme, who shows up for every New Hampshire primary, campaigning for mandatory tooth-brushing while wearing a rubber boot jammed upside down on his head. He’s got the same jokes as four years ago (“All the other candidates are soft on plaque!”), but he’s added some sartorial elements, most noticeably a pair of rubber flippers that jut from his shoulder like epaulets. Vermin stubbornly stays in character, possibly because this is who he really is. It’s a fascinating performance, but quadrennially is probably as often as you need to see it.

In these last days before the primary one gets the impression that the entire political universe has collapsed around this tiny patch of New England. Everything’s pressurized, and there’s a strong possibility that someone will squirt out sideways. That seemed to be happening with John McCain yesterday. A reporter riding on the Straight Talk Express asked Senator McCain what he’d do if his fifteen-year-old daughter informed him that she was pregnant and didn’t want the baby. McCain said that such a situation would be a private family matter. He and his wife would talk to their daughter. “The final decision would be made by Meghan with our advice and counsel,” he said. This was a heartfelt, honest, uncalculated, and commonsense answer—but it was also an essentially pro-choice attitude, politically toxic in a Republican primary. Therefore McCain had to spend the rest of the day “clarifying” his position.

He’s certainly the most entrancing candidate in either party. The field, overall, isn’t that dazzling. Gore and Bush are numbingly on-message, playing the cautious game that front-runners always play. Former Senator Bill Bradley is bland and professorial by nature. Three Republicans, publisher Steve Forbes, radio host Alan Keyes and family values activist Gary Bauer, are quite incredible, in the most literal sense. At this phase of the campaign they are politely tolerated. Long gone from the race, even before the first primary, are such presidential hopefuls as Elizabeth Dole, John Kasich, Orrin Hatch, and, to the sorrow of humorists everywhere, the legendary dim bulb, Dan Quayle.

McCain redeems the field. He’s on a commando mission, having parachuted behind enemy (Republican Establishment) lines. He has gone from a blip in the polls to the lead in New Hampshire. Even if he doesn’t get the nomination, it’s been a historic performance. McCain is not the smoothest or slickest candidate, and sometimes he fights to get his words out, or fumbles a line, but that may actually add to his underdog mystique.

Last night I joined the McCain forces in a Manchester restaurant. The candidates were debating on television, the Republicans first, then the Democrats. McCain’s people roared with approval every time their man opened his mouth. He could have said anything, or even grunted, and the crowd would have been thrilled to the marrow. What really rocked the place was whenever McCain got tough. The senator gets tough a lot—he sets his jaw, grits his teeth, and talks like Clint Eastwood. There was one particularly tense moment. Alan Keyes directly attacked McCain for his comments on abortion. For an hour, McCain seethed, offering no rebuttal. McCain has a reputation as a hothead and desperately needed to keep his temper in check. But finally he had to say something. He turned to Keyes, set his jaw, and said, slowly, quietly—furiously—“I’ve seen enough killing in my life. I know how precious life is. And I don’t need a lecture from you.” (And we’ll settle this outside later.)

After the debate, McCain came to the restaurant. As he approached the building I shook his hand, and for a moment could see what the world looks like to a presidential candidate: You’re blinded by TV lights; there are people staring at you, calling your name, reaching out; campaign aides are at your flanks, giving instructions, last-second briefings; there’s only one direction in which you’re allowed to move. A lane has been cleared. You go forward.

McCain entered the restaurant even as Al Gore’s face shined from all the TV screens. Gore and Bradley were debating, having what sounded very much like a schoolyard squabble (they were fussing over which one of them was being “negative”). Someone turned the sound down. Now all you had was a silent Gore, cocking his head a lot and moving his lips, the lack of audio making him seem all the more highly mannered and packaged.

McCain mounted a makeshift stage. The ovation was thunderous.

“Look, my friends,” McCain said. “I can beat Al Gore like a drum!”

The place went nuts.

“Tomorrow morning, report to headquarters 0500 hours, full battle gear!”

This was better than politics. This was war.

Jan. 28

The thrill of covering the New Hampshire primary is only slightly marred by the perpetual state of being lost on a dark, lonely road. The typical road here veers randomly through the woods, as though it follows an old Indian trail and the Indian kept changing his mind. The people of this state haven’t discovered the concept of the grid system. There’s hardly a right turn anywhere, unless you count the interior of Gary Bauer’s brain. All the roads seem to be named Route 101-A. It’s possible that I’ve actually spent most of the last thirty-six hours in Massachusetts.

Getting lost is part of the New Hampshire primary tradition. This place is a fun house. The primary is truly a treasure of American political life—a twentieth century invention bequeathed to the twenty-first. Nothing is entirely real anymore in our political system, but this is close. Candidates are forced to do “retail” politics, and not merely as a stunt. They really need to win the votes of ordinary folks with ordinary needs and interests. In a few days that will totally change, and the candidates will switch to large rallies and gimmicky appearances staged for TV coverage, and eventually one of these candidates will actually become—this is the part that’s hard to believe—the president, and he will be able to spend all his time with lawyers, suck-ups, and secret agents of the Chinese government.

John McCain held one of his town meetings at a high school in the town of Plaistow. The interior hallways of the school were painted in that institutional green that we all know and despise: a pale, flat, soul-numbing green that has no relation whatsoever to the green found in the vegetable kingdom. The linoleum floor tiles were a random combination of beige, cream, and olive. Someone had placed two large plastic trash barrels to catch the leaks from the ceiling.

The trash barrels weren’t there through some political calculus. This wasn’t part of the “advance” work, meant to highlight deteriorating school buildings. This was just a real school in a real place. To heighten the authenticity, McCain’s bus got lost on the way.

Over in Amherst, George W. Bush had his own gymnasium show. The man has good one-on-one campaigning skills. He knows how to handle a cute baby, specifically an elf named Mollie: Let her play with the fuzzy covers on the boom microphones. “Producer man, you going to put it on CNN?” Bush says to a camera crew. Yes, indeed: Bush and the baby will make the cut of the campaign footage and get beamed around the world. Bush hands the baby back to Dad, says, “Great-lookin’ baby you got there,” and makes the kind of eye contact that wins campaigns. If the contest comes down to eye contact, Bush is unstoppable.

In his stump speech Bush sounds like a football coach. Not a little bit like a coach: exactly like a coach. It’s halftime and he’s trying to get his team revved up. He’s unsatisfied, but optimistic. This is the speech you give a team that’s actually winning the game, but by too few points. We gotta try harder. We need to remember the little people, the players on the bench. We gotta remember the other team is still dangerous. As he speaks, Bush grips the rostrum as though he wants to pick it up and throw it across the room. Suddenly he’ll make a karate chop that could do serious damage if it made contact with living flesh. A lack of vigor isn’t his problem.

At one point he says, “Listen, I got a battle on my hands in this state … I’m running against a good man, named McCain, it’s a good contest.” This is guy talk, no-nonsense, tough; but it’s also Bush’s way of saying that Steve Forbes doesn’t get to play in his league, that Forbes and Bauer and Alan Keyes are Arena Football material.

Bush begins his speech with a pitch for loving your kids. “You must rededicate yourself to your children. You must tell them you love them, a lot.” He talks about tax cuts and the need for a strong military and zero obstacles to free trade, and he doesn’t mention the current occupant of the White House, much less anything to do with impeachment or Oval Office shenanigans.

I asked his communications director, Karen Hughes, why Bush doesn’t mention Clinton. “Because he’s a past chapter in our history,” she said.

The blustery style of Bush is in sharp contrast to Gore, who often seems to have just mastered the workings of the tongue and lips and larynx that allow for human speech. It’s like he figured it out last night, and today he’s going to try speaking for the first time in public. He looks great (and increasingly resembles Ronald Reagan, oddly enough), and he’s become a much better campaigner (poor Bradley—not exactly peaking in the final days of the race here—at this point he may be campaigning for president of the Kennedy School of Government). But Gore still has sound problems. He just sounds wrong. He doesn’t even chuckle well. The slowness of his delivery comes off as patronizing. What would Gore sound like if he actually was being patronizing?

Jan. 29

Plodding, lethargic, aloof, Bill Bradley is nonetheless a hypnotic figure in these final moments before the vote. He’s unnaturally serene. No amount of election drama can alter the tone of his voice. Just when you think he has resigned himself to defeat you get a glimmer that he has actually entered some kind of Zen trance, some athlete’s trick for blocking out chaos and distractions. Either that or he has been heavily medicated.

His jumbo-size friend Tommy Heinsohn, a former Celtics player and coach, showed up this weekend to lend his thunderous voice to Bradley’s cause, and he put the current situation in basketball terms: “We’re coming up to the fourth quarter here. He’s taking the last shot. All you can do is take the shot. If you make it, you’re the hero. If you miss, you’re the potential goat. The fear of failure is not in Bill Bradley’s bones.”

Bradley certainly shows no fear, or any emotion at all, for that matter. He just glides along. His big strategic move this past week was to go on the attack against Al Gore, but even there he’s not exactly letting it rip. He’s merely … disapproving. He disapproves of “misrepresentations” and “untruths” by Gore. Disapproval isn’t an emotion, it’s a thought, it’s something happening up above the eyebrows. When he demonstrated the other day how he has decided to “throw a little elbow,” it looked more like a twitch in his left arm. His speeches are like private briefings; in a packed, oxygen-starved room at the YWCA, with hundreds of supporters ready to rock and roll, Bradley spoke in the same tone he might have used while having a conversation with a friend in a couple of wing chairs by the hearth. He refuses to attack his own party’s Establishment; his version of storming the barricades is to pass out leaflets.

The senator has campaign stops that only a Democrat could love. They’re a bit shabby around the edges, with no clear rhyme or reason to the candidate’s movements, no great salutation at his approach, and little fanfare at his departure. They’re too cold or too hot. They’re too sparse or too crowded. A Republican candidate would be constitutionally unable to stage a Bradley-style event. Republican events are always mini-coronations. The Great Man has arrived. Trumpets blare. Flags wave. At some point the candidate says, “When I take the oath of office …” That’s not the Bradley way.

He visited Keene, a lovely old town in the southwest corner of the state. In the town square is a postcard-perfect gazebo and a church with a spectacular white steeple. But where was the town band? Where was the piped-in music? Instead there were a bunch of Bradley supporters buried inside heavy coats and hats, standing in the snow in 8 degree weather, clapping with their mittens on, a sound that goes whump-whump-whump. Everything’s muffled in Bradley country.

Bradley supporters don’t scream, rant, or rave, but they genuinely like their man.

“He knows who he is. He doesn’t have to hire consultants.”

“I think he’s a man who thinks for himself.”

“He’s a class guy. A most decent guy.”

His next stop was even colder, in the town of Dublin, home of Yankee magazine and the Old Farmer’s Almanac. My Washington Post colleague Dan Balz contended that it was the coldest campaign event in recorded history. The gathering took place at sunset in subzero wind-chill conditions. A very modest “bonfire” radiated no discernible heat. On the Bradley campaign, even fire isn’t hot.

Bradley spent the first twenty minutes indoors, in some kind of VIP meeting with Yankee staffers. Allegedly there was a small press pool with him, but certainly no one piped the sound of the meeting outside to those of us hopping around in the snow.

Finally Bradley came out and made brief remarks. He has his message: We should use our prosperity to create universal health care. We should have a new politics of candor and belief to replace the old politics of spin and poll-driven calculation. He spoke of “moving our collective humanity” a couple of steps forward “to the point where, in Toni Morrison’s words, ‘race exists but it doesn’t matter.’”

Then he went to the fire and ate a roasted marshmallow. He meandered in the crowd. He was in no hurry. Citizens came up and asked questions about nuclear disarmament and the tobacco lobby. Patiently, in his soft voice, he talked about his beliefs—once again, he was in that wing chair by the hearth.

There was no cold, there was no Arctic wind, there were no disheartening polls.

A teenage kid approached. He asked the senator if he’d ever heard of the band Rage Against the Machine. Bradley hadn’t. “I like the E Street Band,” Bradley said, showing his New Jersey side. He ate two more marshmallows, slowly, with care, making sure not to burn his mouth. If this was for the cameras then there was no sign that anyone had bothered to inform the camera crews.

He may simply have wanted the marshmallows.

I made a point of pausing, every few days, and interviewing an actual citizen, a voter. Over the course of the year I would discover that this was more pleasurable than listening to the candidates. You discover that what the candidates say, and what the news media say the candidates are saying, is not what the ordinary people believe the candidates are saying. What survives the process of repeated translations is the general vibe of a campaign, the spirit. People think that one guy’s a straight shooter, one guy’s a weenie. That assessment is more important to the end result than any pundit’s op-ed rumination.

When trolling for quotes through a town square, it’s important to pick out the right people. A good rule to remember is that larger people have stronger opinions. I can’t prove the rule empirically but it seems to work in practice. Monstrously huge people can single-handedly anchor an entire story. If you find someone who is actually stuck in a doorway, you’re home free. Also, anyone in headgear is good—a hat is essentially a sartorial opinion. Obviously anyone wearing a fez and belonging to a fraternal organization is good for a quote, and over the course of the year I’d learn that nuns were highly reliable.
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