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To Phyllis



ONE

The Man Who Swallowed the Republican Party

On Wednesday, April 21, 2010, about two dozen Republican power brokers gathered at Karl Rove’s five-bedroom Federal-style townhouse on Weaver Terrace in Northwest Washington, D.C., to strategize about the upcoming midterm elections in the fall.

Rove, fifty-nine, had hosted this kind of event many times before. Six years earlier, he held weekly breakfasts for high-level GOP operatives to plan for the 2004 fall elections. Back then, as senior adviser and deputy chief of staff to President George W. Bush, a bureaucratic title that belied his extraordinary power, Rove oversaw Bush’s reelection campaign. More important, he was attempting to implement a master plan to build a permanent majority through which Republicans would maintain a stranglehold on all three branches of government for the foreseeable future. The plan was not merely to win elections. It represented a far more grandiose vision: the forging of a historic realignment of the nation’s political landscape, the transformation of America into effectively a one-party state.

But now Rove was no longer in the White House. He had been one of the most powerful unelected officials in the United States, but, to many Republicans, his greatest achievement—engineering the presidency of George W. Bush—had become an ugly stain on the party’s reputation. “Karl Rove will be a name that’ll be used for a long, long time as an example of how not to do it, as opposed to an example of how to do it,” says GOP consultant Ed Rollins, who served as President Reagan’s political director.

A prime suspect in the two biggest political scandals of the decade, the Valerie Plame Wilson affair and the U.S. attorneys scandal, Rove had left the White House in 2007 under a cloud of suspicion, barely escaping indictment. His longtime patron had left the White House with the lowest approval rating in the history of the presidency: 22 percent. And in 2008 the Democrats vaporized Rove’s dreams by winning the ultimate political trifecta: the House, the Senate, and the White House. Finally, on the right, there was the insurgent Tea Party, to which he personified the free-spending Bush era and the Republican Party’s establishment past, not its future.

Rove’s personal life and finances had also fared poorly. His 2009 divorce from Darby, his wife of twenty-four years, meant the loss of more than half of his assets. And there were enormous legal bills resulting from the scandals. “I had to worry about retirement,” he told New York magazine. “I had to worry about getting back to Texas.”

But Rove was not without resources. Thanks to his columns in Newsweek and the Wall Street Journal, and a lucrative contract with Fox News, he had straightened out his personal finances and, in just two years, created a lofty bully pulpit from which to bestow upon the public the Rovian narrative about American politics.

During his seven years in the White House, Rove had been able to dispense the perks that are so vital to building political capital with the powers that be. “Having control of the White House is very heady stuff,” says Roger Stone, a GOP operative who has known Rove for forty years. “Inviting them to the White House mess, state dinners, and so on. He has a big Rolodex of Texas millionaires.”

Another arrow in Rove’s quiver came courtesy of Michael Steele, then the hapless chairman of the Republican National Committee. An unfailing source of fodder for late-night comics, Steele had just outdone himself when the RNC squandered nearly $2,000 at a lesbians­-in-bondage-themed strip club in Hollywood—precisely the kind of thing the party of family values and evangelicalism didn’t need when its coffers were bare. Whether he was discussing abortion, Afghanistan, or even asserting, preposterously, that the Republican Party needed “a hip-hop makeover,” Steele had been so out of step with the party that conservative donors were desperately seeking an alternative.

Finally, Rove had one other enormously powerful ally. It could be fairly said that no other political strategist in history was so deeply indebted to the U.S. Supreme Court. In December 2010, in Bush v. Gore, one of the most notorious decisions in its history, by a 5–4 vote, the Court effectively resolved the 2000 United States presidential election in favor of Rove’s most famous client, George W. Bush. Then, on January 21, 2010, three months before his luncheon, the Supreme Court once again provided the answer to Karl Rove’s prayers, this time, in the form of Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, another landmark decision, ruling that the First Amendment prohibits the government from limiting spending for political purposes by corporations and unions. This last decision was also made by a 5–4 majority, and this time, two of the justices voting with the majority, Samuel Alito and John Roberts, in part owed their lifetime appointments to Rove and to support from political action committees (PACs) such as Progress for America, which was tied to Rove. The first decision legitimized Rove’s power during the two administrations of George W. Bush. The second allowed Rove to reestablish his power and resurrected his efforts to create a permanent Republican majority.

The implications of the Citizens United decision were staggering. In the 2008 election cycle, organizations of all types—whether they were for-profit corporations, nonprofit organizations, or unions—had been prohibited from airing broadcast, cable, or satellite communications that mentioned a candidate within sixty days of a general election or thirty days of a primary. To be sure, there were many ways for wealthy individuals or corporations to funnel money to political action committees. But the 2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, better known as the McCain-Feingold Act, specifically prohibited corporations from engaging in “electioneering communications” intended to influence the outcome of an election. As a case in point, Citizens United, a conservative nonprofit group known for its right-wing documentaries, produced Hillary: The Movie, a film critical of then senator Hillary Clinton, but had been prevented by the courts from promoting it on television or airing it during the 2008 election season. The organization appealed all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court—and won.

The gist of the decision could be boiled down to two words: anything goes. Corporations were people now, too, ruled the court. And just as John Q. Public could say anything he liked about politics, thanks to an extraordinarily broad interpretation of the meaning of “freedom of speech,” come election time, so, too, could Wall Street, big oil, pharmaceutical companies, the tobacco industry, and billionaire cranks flood the airwaves with millions of dollars’ worth of political commercials.

To Democrats, the ruling was devastating. In his January 27, 2010, State of the Union Address, President Barack Obama asserted that “the Supreme Court reversed a century of law to open the floodgates for special interests—including foreign corporations—to spend without limit in our elections. Well, I don’t think American elections should be bankrolled by America’s most powerful interests, or worse, by foreign entities.”

“The money spent in the airtime purchase by deep-pocketed interests will dwarf the voice of average Americans . . .” predicted Senator Chuck Schumer (D-N.Y.). “It’s probably one of the three or four decisions in the history of the Supreme Court that most undermines democracy.”

In the immediate aftermath of the ruling, thousands of articles were written about Citizens United as a truly historic development in the American electoral process, but one voice was conspicuous by its absence. Karl Rove did not mention the subject in his Wall Street Journal columns. Karl Rove did not mention it during his appearances on Fox News. In fact, not a word from Karl Rove on the subject was to be found in any medium. This, despite the fact that he was indisputably a leading expert on the subject, that three out of the five conservative justices voting in the majority—Clarence Thomas, John Roberts, and Sam Alito—had been given lifetime appointments by his patrons, George H.W. and George W. Bush, and, most important, despite the fact that he would become arguably the single greatest beneficiary of the ruling.

Karl Rove was the dog that didn’t bark.

  *  *  *

Rove, of course, was not the only one who would be able to take advantage of the Citizens United ruling. On the Democratic side of the aisle, unions and wealthy liberals such as George Soros would benefit. And there were other Republicans, notably David and Charles Koch, the billionaire brothers backing the Tea Party, and casino mogul Sheldon Adelson, a Newt Gingrich man, who often were at odds with Rove.

But with his keen eye for strategy and his ties to disaffected millionaires in the GOP establishment, Rove was the first to seize the initiative. He immediately met with Ed Gillespie, the former RNC chair who had served in the Bush administration with Rove. The two men were a potent duo. “Ed’s got the better rap and Karl’s got the better Rolodex,” a Republican lobbyist told the National Journal.

Within two weeks of the Supreme Court decision, American Crossroads, Rove and Gillespie’s new 527 advocacy group, had its website up. There was no mention whatsoever of Rove. His exact relationship to the group was informal and was described in Politico as providing “a laying on of hands” to encourage wealthy Republican donors. He and Gillespie took off for Texas to meet with some of the men who funded the money machine that had served Rove for more than twenty-five years, and came away with a major pledge from Dallas billionaire Harold Simmons, a longtime donor to Rove’s causes. Crossroads GPS, a sister group, was in the works under almost identical leadership. Thanks to its nonprofit status, it would not have to disclose the identity of its contributors.

And so, as a result of Citizens United, the SuperPAC was born. A new kind of political action committee, officially known as “independent expenditure–only committees,” SuperPACs were allowed to raise unlimited sums from individuals, corporations, unions, and other groups, provided they operated correctly and did not coordinate their expenditures with the needs of any given candidate.*

Soon there would be SuperPACs of every stripe imaginable. As Al Kamen reported in his column in the Washington Post, there would be Your America Inc., not to be confused with My America Inc. There would be Americans for a Better Tomorrow, Tomorrow and Americans for a Better Tomorrow Today. There would be the Faith Family Freedom Fund and the Family Faith Future Fund. For geometry lovers, there was even Americans for More Rhombus.

  *  *  *

On March 8, 2010, Gillespie was off to New York, where he pitched other Republican millionaires. Meanwhile, Rove’s list included Carl H. Lindner Jr., a Cincinnati businessman who owned the American Financial Group, a holding company whose primary business is insurance; and Robert B. Rowling, whose TRT Holdings owns Omni Hotels and Gold’s Gym. In just one month, American Crossroads had obtained commitments of more than $30 million—about four times what the RNC had in its coffers. “Karl has always said: People call us a vast right-wing conspiracy, but we’re really a half-assed right-wing conspiracy,” explained one Republican fund-raiser. “Now, he wants to get more serious.”

Finally, in April, Gillespie sent out an invitation that was a model of understatement, asking his colleagues to Rove’s home for “an informal discussion of the 2010 political landscape.” It was implicit that the 2010 midterms were merely a dress rehearsal for the larger political goal of the 2012 presidential elections, in which these same men would try to topple President Barack Obama. And so, over chicken pot pie, they gathered in Rove’s town house, its wood-floored living room lined with built-in bookshelves.

With few exceptions—Mary Cheney, the daughter of the former vice president; former senator Norm Coleman (R-Minn.); and GOP fund-raiser Fred Malek, the CEO and chairman of the fledgling American Action Network and a former aide to both Richard Nixon and George H.W. Bush—those attending were operatives and fund-raisers whose names were of interest only to political insiders. “They were a number of like-minded people who were alarmed by the direction the country was taking and trying to counter that,” says one operative who was there.

“As we saw it,” says another, “this was a license to raise big money and participate in a new paradigm.”

In addition to Gillespie, Rove enlisted another former RNC chair, Mike Duncan, as chairman of Crossroads. Jo Ann Davidson, a former co-chair of the RNC, was made director. Haley Barbour, the former governor of Mississippi, was an ally as well and yet another former RNC chair. That made a total of four former RNC chairs affiliated with Crossroads.

Rove also brought on Steven J. Law, former general counsel of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, as president of American Crossroads. In selecting Law as its president, Crossroads had effectively formed an extraordinarily powerful alliance with the Chamber. Once the epitome of Babbitt-like conformity and small-town boosterism, the Chamber of Commerce, under the aegis of its persuasive president, Tom Donohue, had been transformed into the biggest and most powerful lobbyist in the United States. From Goldman Sachs to British Petroleum, Microsoft to Wal-Mart, PepsiCo to General Motors, it represented oil companies, pharmaceutical giants, insurance companies, Wall Street investment banks, automakers, and more. In 2009 alone, the Chamber spent $120 million lobbying—five times what Exxon Mobil, the number-two lobbyist, spent.

Meanwhile, Rove and Gillespie put Crossroads in a network with four other groups—the American Action Network, the American Action Forum, Resurgent Republic, and the Republican State Leadership Committee—as part of an immense fund-raising and advertising machine, separate from the Republican National Committee, to win back both Congress and the White House. Greg Casey’s Business Industry Political Action Committee, also present, planned to spend $6 million to turn out the pro-business vote for the midterm elections. Norm Coleman’s American Action Network expected to spend $25 million. And the Chamber of Commerce was to announce a record election budget of $75 million—double what it had spent in 2008, a presidential election year—most of which would be targeted on nine or ten key Senate races and about three dozen House contests.

Altogether, according to the National Journal, the groups at Rove’s luncheon planned to spend $300 million to help scores of GOP congressional candidates, especially in battleground states such as Florida, Colorado, Nevada, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. That was enough money to produce anti-Democratic attack ads that could run tens of thousands of times, that could produce tens of millions of pieces of negative mail, as well as tens of millions of automated phone calls. Under the new laws, all of this could take place with virtually no oversight.

Rove and Gillespie pitched American Crossroads as the answer to outside groups such as George Soros’s Democracy Alliance or labor unions that had historically supported Democrats. “Where they have a chess piece on the board, we need a chess piece on the board,” said Gillespie, who is involved in all five groups in roles ranging from chairman to informal adviser.

But in fact it was much more than that. American Crossroads was an alternative to the RNC, which had crumbled under Michael Steele. “Karl set up a parallel organization,” says Roger Stone. “The center of energy will always be where the money is. Karl is playing for control of the party. That’s where the power and the money is.”

ABC Radio talk-show host John Batchelor, a Republican, put it in perspective. “America is a two-party state,” he says. “There are the Democrats. Then there’s Karl Rove.”

  *  *  *

To anyone who really follows him, Rove’s seminal but low-profile role in American Crossroads was no surprise. Ubiquitous though he is as a public figure, when it comes to being a political operative, when it comes to how he actually operates, Rove’s hallmark is his absence. No fingerprints. That’s how he’s always worked. And precisely because Rove is so visible, because he is the most famous political operative in America, it’s difficult to believe that you are seeing only the tip of the iceberg.

Reporters have long sought to determine why, from an early age, Rove took such a different course from most of his peers. In the early sixties, as a young boy, while his peers worshipped sports heroes like Mickey Mantle and Johnny Unitas, Rove read Milton Friedman, subscribed to the National Review, and collected Barry Goldwater paraphernalia. The self-described nerd from Salt Lake City, Utah—briefcase, pocket protector, Hush Puppies, and all—was, by the time he graduated from high school in 1969, on the road to becoming America’s most celebrated political operative by dint of an encyclopedic mind capable of assimilating vast amounts of data, finely honed political instincts, and message-centric iron discipline.

Some have speculated that the answer may lie in Rove’s troubled family life. “My mother [thought about] what it was that she wanted in life, and not necessarily what was good or right for her family,” Rove told the reporter Thomas Edsall in an unusually candid interview in 1997, before he was well known. “And that was just her way. She never grew up.”

The family’s difficulties came to the surface in 1969, during Rove’s freshman year at the University of Utah, when his father left his mother on Christmas Day, which happened to be Karl’s nineteenth birthday. Subsequently, she deserted the family, occasionally borrowing money from Karl and sending him packages with magazines from his childhood, broken toys, and the like. “It was like she was trying desperately to sort of keep this connection,” he recalled.

But keeping that connection alive was difficult in a family with as much turmoil as Rove’s. Soon, Karl learned that Louis C. Rove, the man he thought was his father, was really his adoptive father. Eventually, Rove discovered that one reason his parents’ marriage did not work may have been that Louis Rove was gay. All of which played itself out in 1981, when his mother “drove out to the desert north of Reno and filled the car with carbon monoxide, and then left all of her children a letter saying, don’t blame yourselves for this.”

It was, Rove said, “the classic fuck-you gesture.”

In any case, Rove took refuge in politics. He particularly admired Mark Hanna, the legendary industrialist and political kingmaker who put William McKinley in the White House more than a century ago, and who is famous for saying, “There are two things that are important in politics. The first thing is money, and I can’t remember what the second one is.”

And while Hanna may be an obscure figure to most Americans, to Rove he was iconic, a Republican senator from Ohio who was more significant as a power broker of the Gilded Age, the first famous “handler” of a politician, the political mastermind behind the presidency of William McKinley and the most expensive political campaign ever seen at the time.

  *  *  *

Like Hanna, from the beginning Rove was not about lofty statecraft. He was about winning. Even while attending the University of Utah during the Nixon era, Rove had an affinity for dirty tricks that he learned as a member of College Republicans, a no-holds-barred band of ambitious young pols. He was a protégé of Watergate trickster Donald Segretti, who was sentenced to prison for forging phony Democratic campaign literature.

Democrats were not the only ones to bear the brunt of his attacks. “The ruthlessness he learned in those days is exactly consistent with the way he acts as an adult,” says a prominent Republican consultant who has known Rove since the seventies. “The wars we had in college never resolved themselves in his mind. He carries grudges and never lets go. Thirty years. You can’t be just ninety-five percent on his side. That’s not enough.”

Like any great intelligence operative, Rove was a master of deniability. “Karl Rove would be able to teach the CIA a thing or two,” said Larry Johnson, a former CIA operative who, as a friend of Valerie Plame Wilson’s, regards Rove’s role in the Plame affair as “despicable.” “I would have loved to see him frog-marched from the White House [during his years in the Bush administration]. But on some level I admire him. When it comes to covert actions, he has real skills. You don’t want to reveal all the bells and whistles. You want to set up front groups so that it appears there are independent operations even though they are beholden to you. When you bring all that together, it can be very powerful.”

So what about the unseen Karl Rove? How far do the tentacles of his power really reach? “I’m a myth,” Rove told the op-ed pages of the Wall Street Journal in a 2007 interview when he was leaving the White House. “There’s the Mark of Rove. I read about some of the things I’m supposed to have done, and I have to try not to laugh.”

Rove’s impulse to laugh stands in stark contrast to a substantial list of questions about his long tenure in the White House. Was it Rove who orchestrated the various whispering campaigns smearing opponents as pedophiles, lesbians, and crooks? When he was in the Bush White House during the U.S. attorneys scandal, did Rove use the judiciary as a political weapon, to such an extent that, for many Democrats, running for high office carried with it the risk of a trip to the penitentiary? Did Rove direct the U.S. attorneys and the Justice Department to go after Alabama governor Don Siegelman, who was jailed on highly questionable bribery charges, and other rising stars in the Democratic Party?

And what about the charges in a civil rights lawsuit brought in 2006 against Rove lieutenant Kenneth Blackwell, then the Ohio secretary of state? Did Rove play a part in the conspiracy claimed in this action through which the vote totals for Ohio were allegedly rigged in favor of Bush rather than John Kerry, thereby altering the outcome of the 2004 presidential election? How on earth did SmarTech, a Chattanooga-based tech firm servicing a who’s who of the Republican Party, end up providing highly sensitive technology for the Ohio votes in the 2004 presidential election? What was Rove’s role, if any? Had he pulled off the dirtiest trick of all—the theft of a presidential election—and gotten away with it? And what about the destruction of countless government documents on SmarTech’s servers, including Rove’s emails, which were later sought by federal investigators? Was it possible that cyber warfare, Karl Rove style, had already come to American politics . . . and we didn’t even know it?

Finally, in the wake of the Citizens United decision, expenditures for political advertising in the 2012 election season were projected to be an astronomical $7 billion. On the Republican side, to what extent would Rove control the purse strings? Given his penchant for dirty tricks, what has been Rove’s real sub-rosa role in the bloody Republican primaries? What did he have in the works for the November 6, 2012, general election? Ultimately, how much damage has Rove’s grandiose vision done to American democracy?

  *  *  *

These are important questions, and the reader has a right to know who is asking them and why. The answer is that this writer, who is roughly the same age as Rove, grew up in Dallas, and even as a youth acquired more than a passing familiarity with the political terrain that Rove encountered in Texas. As a young boy, I attended Camp Longhorn in the Texas Hill Country with an older camper named George W. Bush. My childhood friends and classmates included heirs to great Texas oil fortunes, including those of Clint Murchison and H. L. Hunt. In Dallas, we celebrated the Christmas holidays each year at the home of family friend Bob Strauss, the chairman of the National Democratic Party, who was an immensely charming and legendary wheeler-dealer and a confidant of such icons as Lyndon Johnson and John Connally.

In October 1963, my eighth-grade teacher took me to hear Adlai Stevenson, then the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, give a speech on United Nations Day, only to have banners unfurled that read “UN Red Front,” as he was spat upon and struck by placards wielded by an ultraconservative mob. It was my first contact with the radical right.

A few weeks later, on November 22, my parents were seated at a luncheon in the Dallas Trade Mart, waiting for John F. Kennedy. What happened next, of course, was one of the great tragic moments in history. My father, a doctor, rushed to Parkland Hospital. The president was dead. Jackie Kennedy stood there in her blood-spattered dress. Dallas, my hometown, became known as “the city of hate.”

Perhaps as an antidote, in my high school and college years I devoured the populism of Molly Ivins and Ronnie Dugger in the liberal Texas Observer. I smiled benignly when a friend started the No Use for Bruce Committee, protesting our local Republican congressman, Bruce Alger, a darling of the right. And many years later, I wrote two books on the Bushes, House of Bush, House of Saud, about George W. Bush’s ties to the Saudis and the events leading up to 9/11, and The Fall of the House of Bush, about how the same president, working with neoconservatives and evangelicals, started the Iraq War under false and faulty premises. All of which made for a solid background from which to ferret out the truth about many of the unanswered questions regarding Rove.

But I also realized that to understand his methodology, to appreciate Rove’s power and how he wields it, would require much more. One would have to interview little-known operatives who have worked with him and done his bidding, though not necessarily while on his payroll. One would have to understand how Rove was able to dispense favors, often very lucrative ones, to functionaries through third parties. One would have to find operatives who have worked for Rove’s rivals and nursed decades-long grudges against him. One would have to interview prominent Democrats who did battle with Rove and his operatives.

One would have to interview his foes in Washington and the people who investigated him. One would have to find sources not just in Texas, where he started out, and in Washington, where he came to power, but in Alabama, where Rove had a little-known base of operations that effectively took over the state judiciary and transformed it from Democratic to Republican. One would have to study his methodology, and understand how he incorporated essential elements of intelligence tradecraft such as compartmentalization and need-to-know deniability.

One would have to put aside the notion that the most serious charges against Rove were merely the paranoid delusions of “tin foil”-hatted conspiracy nuts, and genuinely investigate Republican tech operations by interviewing their employees in Tennessee and Ohio, as well as the technology apparatus in the Secretary of State’s Office in Ohio. One would also have to understand the mechanics of voting in Ohio. And then, with an eye to the 2012 election, one would have to examine what happened to the candidacies of Texas governor Rick Perry, Sarah Palin, Herman Cain, and Newt Gingrich, and other candidates for whom Rove displays such disdain.

Even after all that, one would still not get all the answers. But one could nonetheless compile a narrative showing that for three decades Rove has been putting together a systematic attempt to game the American electoral system by whatever means necessary. It would show Rove fabricating a campaign to restrict the rights of citizens to sue major corporations for damages—as a means of creating a cash machine for the Texas Republican Party. It would show him playing a leading role in drumming up a campaign against voter fraud by ­immigrants—a phenomenon that is negligible at best—in order to institute Jim Crow–like laws requiring government-issued photo IDs in more than thirty states, thereby disenfranchising millions of minorities, immigrants, and college students, the vast majority of whom are Democrats. It would show Rove’s candidates taking over the judiciary in Texas, Alabama, and even in the United States itself over the last twenty years, and, while in the White House, politicizing the Justice Department as never before, in a way that would have extraordinary and enduring consequences.

It would also show dazzlingly clever ways of manipulating election results. It would show that on November 2, 2004, computer servers belonging to SmarTech, a Chattanooga, Tennessee–based computer company, did in fact link up with servers for Ohio’s election results at approximately 11:14 p.m., after which highly irregular returns began to favor George W. Bush over John Kerry, in the process giving Ohio’s twenty electoral votes—and the presidency—to Bush.

It would show that Karl Rove, while not directly tied to SmarTech, benefited from it repeatedly, and that SmarTech had provided technology services to Republicans and right-wing groups for more than a decade. Similarly, it would show the destruction of countless electronic government documents later sought by investigators examining Rove’s role in the Valerie Plame Wilson scandal and the U.S. attorneys scandal.

As substantial as these issues were, they became all the more relevant as the November 2012 election neared. Rove was not only making his comeback but playing the political poker match of his life. After all, he had become the party boss of the Republicans at a time of chaos, in which rump elements were in ascent, in which the unruly right-wing populist Tea Party ran roughshod over what was left of the Republican establishment. In the prelude to Mitt Romney’s nomination as the Republican candidate, the party of Abraham Lincoln had suddenly jumped the shark and was transformed into a circuslike reality show starring an ensemble of cartoonish clowns and buffoons, including, at one time or another, the sexy, big-game hunting, right-wing MILF from Alaska, Sarah Palin; billionaire real estate huckster-cum-reality host Donald Trump, with his acrobatic hairstyle that was simultaneously combed forward, blown dry, and folded back in the shape of a ship’s prow; pizza king Herman Cain displaying his foreign policy prowess about “Uz-beki-beki-beki-stan-stan”; Michelle Bachmann asserting that the Founding Fathers, in writing the Constitution, outlawed slavery; Rick Perry, with his dubious debating skills; Newt Gingrich, with his endless stream of ethics scandals and titillating marital history highlighted by allegations from an ex that he sought an “open” marriage; and Rick Santorum, clad in his sweater vest, ranting against contraception, public schooling, and the like.

Through the last half of 2011 and the first five months of 2012, Rove patiently watched and waited, content to sit back and quietly undermine the aforementioned candidates, all the while halfheartedly backing presumptive nominee Mitt Romney, knowing that Romney would ultimately have to come to terms with him.

As the November 6, 2012, elections neared, Karl Rove had completed a remarkable transformation. His political apparatus was fully funded and operational. His relationships with Fox News and the Wall Street Journal gave him a bully pulpit that allowed him to put forth his own Rovian narrative, while at the same time he manipulated events behind the scenes. A number of his former operatives had taken key positions working for Mitt Romney, who was not the perfect candidate for Rove by any means, but potentially viable. Romney’s major political opponent, Barack Obama, was burdened by a sputtering economy and the disappointment of many who had voted for him in 2008.

Even the most astute observers of Rove, with few exceptions, had made a crucial miscalculation. Given Rove’s close relationship with Bush, they had assumed that his mission had to be accomplished during the two George W. Bush administrations. But Rove had always played the long game. He was not merely a creature of the Bushes. He was a political force in his own right. Now America would find out if Karl Christian Rove could create a permanent Republican majority on his own.



TWO

A Nixonian Education

It’s six o’clock on a warm September evening in Cedarville, Ohio, population 3,962. There’s still an hour before showtime, but the Cedarville University auditorium is already beginning to fill with patrons anxious to get good seats. Karl Rove is in town.

Rove would be hard-pressed to find a friendlier crowd anywhere. After all, Cedarville University is a “Christ-centered” institution whose stated mission is to “glorify God” by promoting the tenets of creationism and biblical inerrancy, and Rove, though hardly a religious man himself, made his mark by marshaling the Christian Right into a force powerful enough to propel George W. Bush into the White House.

By seven p.m., with Christian rock playing in the background, the 3,400-seat auditorium—big enough to seat almost everyone in Cedarville—is nearly full. Then Mark Smith, director of Cedarville’s Center for Political Studies, introduces “the greatest political mind of his generation.” Greeted by a standing ovation, Karl Rove takes center stage.

With the impeccable timing of a seasoned performer, Rove plays the folksy, good ole boy from Texas and the self-deprecating “recovering bureaucrat.” He mixes tales of patriotism and heroism with the Horatio Alger–like account of how his unschooled grandfather became a successful purveyor of butcher supplies, even though “all he had was a dream and drive and a willingness to work hard and that’s what this country is based on.” Rove tells the crowd that Obama’s plan to tax the rich will breed “resentment and class warfare,” and destroy the “doers and dreamers” who made this country great. The hardworking people of Cedarville—per capita income $9,499—love it and enthusiastically applaud low taxes for the rich.

But two middle-aged men in the audience are less than enthralled. Cliff Arnebeck and Bob Fitrakis are the two attorneys from Columbus, Ohio, who brought a 2006 lawsuit against Ohio Secretary of State Ken Blackwell and who are convinced that Karl Rove stood at the heart of an ongoing conspiracy to deprive Ohio voters of their rights.

How one responds to such grave accusations is a reflection of one’s political biases. If you revile Karl Rove and the Bush presidency he brought to power, you may see the lawsuit, King Lincoln Bronzeville v. Blackwell,* as evidence that Rove is capable of the ultimate treachery, one that betrays the very foundation of democracy: stealing a presidential election. On the other hand, if you’re a die-hard Republican, or just someone who finds the charges outlandishly paranoid, these tales come across as the hallucinations of connect-the-dot conspiracy nuts lost in a world of political intrigue and cyberwarfare.

For the most part, conventional wisdom has sided with the latter camp. The suit languished in the courts for more than five years before being dismissed on jurisdictional grounds. Now Arnebeck says he plans to file a racketeering complaint against Rove. Likewise, the few reporters and bloggers who have dared to pursue the allegations have been marginalized and demonized as part of the “tin-foil hat” brigade. But no matter whom you side with, the charges raise provocative questions about the state of American democracy.

  *  *  *

After his speech, Rove retires to a side room in the auditorium to meet with admirers and sign copies of his book, Courage and Consequence, with its peculiarly Jane Austenesque title, which prompted Stephen Colbert to call it “just like Pride and Prejudice, but even more prejudiced.”

Political junkie that he is, Rove has never been the most impressive physical specimen on the planet. GOP operative Roger Stone, a buff libertine who is no friend of Rove’s, likens him to “a wax pear that’s been sitting on the radiator too long.”

On this occasion, however, that last assessment may be going too far. The absence of six-pack abs notwithstanding, Rove is energized by a legion of enthusiastic fans and at the peak of his powers. He has blue eyes and thinning hair, but most of all he is affable, jocular, and extroverted, and one gets the clear impression that he truly enjoys what he is doing.

But what Rove is actually doing is far more than he appears to be doing. Truly great political operatives are masters of indirection, sleight of hand, hiding how they actually operate. Unlikely as it is that he will reveal his secrets, I ask a question about SmarTech that no reporter has ever raised with him.

Rove doesn’t miss a beat. “I have no idea who SmarTech is,” he says.

The answer is somewhat surprising, given that Rove has been subpoenaed in the King Lincoln lawsuit and identified “as the principal perpetrator in an Ohio racketeering conspiracy” involving SmarTech, so I repeat the question.

“Is that the firm that supposedly did some work for us in 2004?” Rove asks.

“Yes.”

“I am so many layers removed from that I wouldn’t even know who those guys were.”

Has he ever been to their offices?

“No,” he says.

Then Karl Rove pauses for a split second and utters a phrase that is familiar to anyone who has seen him testify before a grand jury: “Not that I recall.”

  *  *  *

Allegations that the 2004 presidential election was stolen are nothing new. In 2005, an investigation by the House Judiciary Committee concluded that Ohio, the most crucial swing state of all in the Electoral College, conducted its election in a way that had so many “massive and unprecedented” irregularities that it raised “grave doubts” about the legality of the outcome of the entire presidential election.

Beyond that investigation, however, the forces pursuing the case against Rove were not exactly titans who would put the fear of God in the greatest political operative of our time. Articles by Bobby Kennedy Jr. and by Mark Crispin Miller have been published in Rolling Stone and Harper’s, respectively, but have failed to sway the mainstream. Most media outlets pursuing the story were little-known blogs such as ePluribus Media, Raw Story, The Brad Blog, Freepress.org, Legal Schnauzer, and the like.

Nor are the two Ohio attorneys who filed the suit household names. Bob Fitrakis is an author and a political science professor at Columbus State Community College who also serves as the editor of a liberal blog called the Free Press. Lead attorney Cliff Arnebeck is a Harvard Law School graduate who served as counsel to Bob Dole’s 1988 presidential bid and was a Republican until Newt Gingrich drove the party rightward in the nineties. Since then, he has become a professional legal watchdog, serving as national co-chair and attorney for the Alliance for Democracy and as head of legal affairs for Common Cause Ohio. For the most part, this quixotic assortment of bloggers, journalists, lawyers, and academics has been ignored or scorned—often by presumably friendly left-of-center critics, including Salon, Mother Jones, and even, at times, the Democratic Party itself.

  *  *  *

To anyone familiar with Rove’s history, however, such allegations, no matter how momentous, are par for the course. Indeed, dirty tricks were part of Karl Rove’s life before he even got out of college. There, as a member of College Republicans at the University of Utah, Rove worked for Senator Ralph Smith of Illinois in an unsuccessful special election bid in 1970 against Democrat Adlai E. Stevenson during which, Rove later admitted, he stole stationery from the offices of a Democratic candidate and used it to fabricate phony invitations to a party at Democratic headquarters with “free beer, free food, girls and a good time for nothing.”

Just twenty years old, Rove caught the eye of national figures in the party, and won a position as executive director of College Republicans in Washington. Adept at assembling direct-mail programs and brochures, Rove became a master of distilling complicated messages into simple, forceful, highly targeted talking points. He traveled widely, giving weekend seminars for college conservatives all over the country.

It was as if he were fully formed by the time he got to college. “I think he is exactly the same person,” says Joe Abate, a GOP political consultant in Arizona who has known Rove since the two men were in College Republicans together in 1970. “He was creative. Talented. He could put together these great brochures for direct-mail campaigns that did very, very well. He was far above anyone at his age.”

Back then, College Republicans was a hotbed of right-wing radicals who rebelled against everything that had anything to do with the leftish sixties counterculture. Among them were no-holds-barred operatives Lee Atwater, Roger Stone, Terry Dolan, and Donald Segretti.

Nixon was president, and College Republicans perfected the “ratfucking” techniques of the Watergate era, as Donald Segretti famously called them. There were false press releases or “leaked documents” bearing the names of Democratic rivals, jammed phone lines, spying on opponents, purloined speeches, hired “rioters” and activists planted in enemy camps, and push polls in which volunteer pollsters hunkered down in phone banks for hour after hour, disseminating disinformation and smears about opponents.

In 1973, Rove, then twenty-two, ran for the national chairmanship of College Republicans, with South Carolinian Lee Atwater, a year younger but already on his way to becoming the legendary bad boy of the Republican Party, serving as his campaign manager in the South. A man of dubious culinary tastes (cornflakes for breakfast, doused with Tabasco sauce), Atwater drove Rove around for six days, rounding up support in Florida, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi, showing him the region as only a true son of the South could.

The battle between Rove and his opponent, Robert Edgeworth, was so ferocious that participants have held bitter grudges ever since. “There’s nothing more vicious than a young Republican fight, nothing, nothing,” said Roger Stone, who was part of the anti-Rove ­faction—and remains so nearly forty years later. Arguments nearly became fistfights. Credentials were challenged. There were allegations that Rove’s side stole votes. In the end, both sides declared victory, which meant that Republican National Committee chairman George Herbert Walker Bush had to make the final decision.

Before Bush reached a decision, however, one of Rove’s foes leaked a story to the Washington Post, which was then in the midst of breaking the Watergate scandal, that Rove’s seminars consisted of teaching “dirty tricks” classes to the young Republicans. Rove was even investigated by the FBI.

The future president was horrified—but not by the dirty tricks. No, what shocked Bush was that any Republican would be so disloyal as to air the party’s dirty linen. As a result, he not only awarded the election to Rove but also wrote Edgeworth “the angriest letter I have ever received in my life. I had leaked to the Washington Post, and now I was out of the Party forever.” To add insult to injury, Bush then hired Rove as a special assistant.*

Bush’s reaction taught Rove an important lesson, said author and journalist Joe Conason: “You could play the hardest of hardball and get away with it.”

And for Rove it was the start of a journey in which he began to acquire the tools he needed: a mastery of the tradecraft necessary to be a successful political operative; an enduring money machine to which he, and he alone, would have access; and, ultimately, a candidate who would be the perfect match for him.

  *  *  *

In some ways, Atwater was everything Rove wasn’t. Irresistible and hyperkinetic, Lee Atwater was the roguish gunslinger, the outlaw, the badass guitar-picking Southern frat boy. A uniquely adept spinmeister who was brilliant at seducing the media, Atwater would arrive at a breakfast interview, blues guitar in hand, a gentle reminder that he played with rhythm-and-blues legends Carla Thomas, Isaac Hayes, Sam Moore, Chuck Jackson, and B.B. King.

Reporters ate it up. Who among them had so effortlessly crossed America’s bitter racial divide? Atwater traded licks with B.B. King! Yet this was the same man who had no compunction about orchestrating an overtly racist campaign for the White House.

When it came to dealing with colleagues, Atwater was far better liked than Rove. “With Lee, you could have a battle with him and work with him afterward,” said Tom Pauken, a former chairman of the Texas Republican Party who worked with both Atwater and Rove. “Karl just wanted you to salute. Unless you were with him one hundred percent, you were his enemy.” Ninety-nine and a half wouldn’t do.

Over time, Rove learned the fine points of political hardball at the feet of the master. But in fact Atwater was not particularly keen on Rove, a doughy bookworm. “Atwater put up with Rove because he was there,” said Roger Stone. “But he never really liked him. Most of the time, we just rolled our eyes at Karl.”

So while Atwater made national headlines, Rove planted his flag in Texas, at the time an unlikely place for a Republican with grand ambitions. To be sure, in the sixties the Republican Party’s bold Southern Strategy had already begun to win millions of conservative Democrats over to the GOP throughout the South. But Texas was different. The Democratic Party there still had popular conservative candidates, such as Governor John Connally and future senator Lloyd Bentsen, who were so pro-business that high-rolling executives saw no reason to fund the Republican Party.

As a result, Texas was effectively a one-party state—Democratic—and Rove’s ascent was glacial. In 1978, he had a junior position in George W. Bush’s first congressional bid—a loss. In 1984, he managed to run Phil Gramm’s successful campaign for the U.S. Senate, and handled direct mail for the Reagan-Bush campaign. For the most part, however, he was largely mired in races for the state Agriculture Commission, the Texas judiciary, and the like. As late as 1990, two years after Atwater engineered George H.W. Bush’s memorable scorched-earth campaign to win the White House, Rove was still a minor regional figure.

Rove, however, had a vision. Other top consultants were strategists or pollsters or media people creating ads, but Rove developed expertise in a vital but unsexy specialty: direct mail. “He came into the business in an odd way,” said Wayne Slater, a reporter with the Dallas Morning News, who, with James Moore, co-wrote Bush’s Brain and The Architect, the two essential books on Rove. “But knowing direct mail meant that he had a hands-on understanding of the money people.”

Rove went so far as to install his own photocopying machine in the Secretary of State’s Office in Austin, Texas, so he could assemble lists of campaign donors. The advent of computerized databases meant he could instantly access the lists for use in future campaigns. He had created something that became the Holy Grail for political consultants. “He controlled the mechanism of developing fund-­raising,” said Slater.

In the late eighties and early nineties, Rove’s time was consumed by judicial races in Texas and Alabama, a mission that seemed beneath someone harboring such extravagant dreams. But taking over state judiciaries was an elemental part of Rove’s vision. “Given that the Republican business guys are not making donations to the Party, how do you get them to give money?” asked Slater. “You push the button that affects them most. It ain’t the social issues like abortion. It’s the issues that affect their pocket book.”

Rove’s genius was to take an uninspiring, sleep-inducing issue that no one cared about and change it into a sizzling hot-button topic that could amp up a new Republican money machine that would be all but wholly controlled by Karl Christian Rove. The issue in question was a real snoozer—product liability, or, as Rove and his PACs referred to it, “tort reform.”

Tort reform? The phrase was basically unknown to the general public, but, in legal terms, a tort is essentially a civil wrong—that is, an act that causes harm or loss to someone else. Whether it was applied to tobacco companies selling cancer-causing cigarettes or to pharmaceutical companies selling drugs, like thalidomide, that caused horrifying birth defects, tort law gave the Average Joe a fighting chance against huge corporations.

The tricky thing about tort reform as formulated by Rove, however, was that “reform” was intended to curtail rather than enhance the ability of consumers to sue cigarette companies, pharmaceutical companies, and the like. To dramatize that such verdicts could be bad for the business community, Rove zeroed in on a case in which an Alabama doctor was awarded $4 million from BMW because his new car had been damaged by acid rain and repainted, thereby diminishing its value. “It was the poster-child case of outrageous verdicts,” Bill Smith, a political consultant who worked with Rove, told The Atlantic. “Karl figured out the vocabulary on the BMW case and others like it that point out not just liberal behavior but outrageous decisions that make you mad as hell.”

Of course, corporations were victimized by extravagantly generous verdicts from jurors on occasion. But those were the exceptions, not the rule, and more often it was the other way around. “You had insurance companies not paying life insurance after the customer had paid a lifetime of premiums—egregious stuff, real rip-offs,” said Doug Jones, a former U.S. attorney in Alabama. And Rove’s mission was to get the little guy to give up one of the few means he had of redressing grievances against corporate America.

The reason he selected this issue was simple. “Rove was smart enough to understand that tort reform was a cash cow, and a rising divisive issue between Republicans and Democrats,” said Craig McDonald of Texans for Public Justice. “So he put a wedge between the trial lawyers and the business community.”

Taking over the judiciary was vital to his strategy. In the eighties, the Democrat-dominated Texas Supreme Court had become known as a plaintiff’s court, siding with the little guy almost all the time against the big corporations. But Rove was determined to change that. “Raising money from the high-rolling business community had not been done by Republicans,” said Craig McDonald. “It had all been conservative Democrats. But the South had been going through a paradigmatic change since the Civil Rights Act and Rove convinced big business to invest in an infrastructure for Texas Republicans. He made a point of looking for donors who would benefit from such legislation.” So he assured donors that if they invested in the campaigns of Republican officials they could save billions down the road in exorbitant judgments.

Having found his angels, Rove set out to demonize Democratic judicial candidates as tools of “wealthy personal-injury trial lawyers” who were greedily looking for spectacular punitive damages. TV commercials ridiculing rich trial lawyers flooded the airwaves. The term trial lawyer became an epithet. Suddenly, tort reform was the hot issue of the moment. Late-night comics joked about extravagant verdicts. There was even a tort reform episode on Seinfeld. To the uninitiated who saw the countless ads, there appeared to be a massive spontaneous uprising against “jackpot justice.”*

But in fact these “citizens” committees were all part of a carefully orchestrated campaign organized by Rove. The ads were actually paid for by “astroturf” citizens groups—that is, phony grassroots committees that were really funded by huge corporations. There was Texans for Lawsuit Reform, Citizens Against Lawsuit Abuse, and Texas Civil Justice League. According to “Tort Dodgers: Business Money Tips the Scale of Justice,” a report by Texans for Public Justice, by 1997 there were no fewer than twenty-two PACs in Texas spending more than $3 million in the 1996 election cycle, an astounding amount at the time, in an effort “to get the Texas Legislature to relieve businesses of their responsibility for seriously injuring employees, customers and neighbors.”

It took years, but, by and large, Rove succeeded in using tort reform to build a semipermanent Texas money machine.

In addition to a longtime backer, homebuilder Bob Perry, Rove had found new contributors, including billionaire Dallas industrialist Harold Simmons; San Antonio communications executive Houston H. Harte; Houston beer distributor John Nau; and Julia Matthews and her son, Kade, who were ranching and energy investors based in Abilene.

Just as Rove had hoped, the money rolled in—from the health care industry, the petrochemical and energy industry, land development executives, corporate defense lawyers, tobacco interests, and others. Likewise, as he did on a national level with American Crossroads many years later, Rove made sure donations went to his political action committees rather than to the Republican Party itself, which did not make him popular with party regulars. “When Karl didn’t feel that the party chairman was a sufficient ally, then on his own he just discouraged people from giving to the party,” said Slater.

By cutting off donations to the Texas Republican Party and redirecting them to his PACs, Rove effectively supplanted the state party apparatus. “He did exactly what he’s doing now with the SuperPACS,” said Tom Pauken, a Dallas attorney and former chairman of the Texas Republican Party. “But ultimately I don’t think it works, because it is fundamentally inauthentic. Karl has done a lot of damage to conservatives.”

Nevertheless, Rove’s donors remained loyal to him, because they got enormous bang for their buck. In the eighties, the Texas Supreme Court was a pro-plaintiff court with nine Democratic judges and no Republicans, but over time Rove completely remade it and turned it into a pro-business court consisting of nine Republican judges and no Democrats. In addition, there were no fewer than forty-four tort bills before the Texas legislature that reduced the ability of victims to hold wrongdoers responsible for crippling or fatal workplace injuries, medical malpractice, unsafe products, unfair insurance practices, and consumer fraud.

On a personal level, no one gained more than Rove himself. For many years, Rove was on the payroll of Philip Morris, which stood to lose billions in class-action suits, with a mandate to keep the Texas attorney general from joining with other states in suing the tobacco companies. Much of the PAC money went to aid the campaign of Rove’s chief client, Governor George W. Bush. “When you look at Rove’s donor base,” said McDonald, “the same donors for Texans for Lawsuit Reform absolutely supported Bush when he ran for governor in 1994. They were the biggest independent PACs when they were created and they remain the biggest to this day.”*

 

While Rove labored away in Texas, Lee Atwater had been making a name for himself on the national stage, becoming chairman of the Republican National Committee after running the victorious 1988 presidential campaign of George H.W. Bush. The courtly visage of the genteel vice president notwithstanding, Atwater ran a campaign that was so breathtakingly vicious that even his Republican colleagues were astounded. In his 1996 book Bare Knuckles and Back Rooms, Ed Rollins, who, as Ronald Reagan’s political director hired Atwater, describes his acolyte as “ruthless,” “Ollie North in civilian clothes,” and someone who “just had to drive in one more stake.”

A dyed-in-the-wool South Carolinian, Atwater was a son of the South whose DNA was embedded with bitter memories of Dixie’s defeat at the hands of the North. As a result, he knew exactly which buttons to push, racial and otherwise, in the service of the party’s Southern Strategy. The 1988 presidential campaign was right up his alley, pitting Democrat Michael Dukakis, a passionless liberal technocrat, against George H.W. Bush, a tall, lanky Texan—albeit one who was really a blue-blooded Eastern establishment transplant from the cosseted suburbs of Greenwich, Connecticut.

At times, Atwater could be extraordinarily candid about how coded racial language and imagery could be used to woo Southern white voters. “You start out in 1954 by saying, ‘Nigger, nigger, nigger,’” Atwater said. “By 1968 you can’t say ‘nigger’—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like forced busing, states’ rights and all that stuff . . . [talk] about cutting taxes. . . . and a by-product of them is [that] blacks get hurt worse than whites. . . . Obviously, sitting around saying, ‘We want to cut this’ is . . . a hell of a lot more abstract than ‘Nigger, nigger.’”

One didn’t have to be a world-class cryptologist to decipher the new codes. In the 1988 presidential election, the dominant issue in Bush’s campaign against Dukakis was concocted deliberately to win Southern support by raising the specter of America’s greatest stain: racism. It began before the Democratic National Convention in Atlanta that year, when Atwater, Bush’s campaign manager, told a group of fellow Republicans about “a fellow named Willie Horton.” A convicted felon serving a life sentence for murder, William R. Horton (he used “William”; the Bush campaign popularized “Willie”) was the beneficiary of a Massachusetts prison-reform program who did not return from his weekend furlough, and committed assault, armed robbery, and rape.

Of course, prison reform in Massachusetts was hardly an issue of global concern, but that didn’t matter. The Horton ad did far more than just criticize Dukakis for being soft on crime. It evoked an atavistic racial fear. It reawakened a deep-seated cultural resentment about a pointy-headed Harvard liberal elite who had contempt for the South. The ad,* which was created by media consultant Larry McCarthy, was epochal in the annals of negative campaigning, one of the most provocative in the history of American politics. Its key image, a mug shot of Horton, a black man with an unkempt Afro, was so menacing that McCarthy’s first reaction was “God, this guy’s ugly. This is every suburban mother’s greatest fear.” According to the PBS documentary Boogie Man, Atwater vowed to “strip the bark off the little bastard [Dukakis] and make Willie Horton his running mate.”

Before the ad aired, Atwater invited Roger Stone over to see it, but even Stone, a protégé of the merciless fixer Roy Cohn and no shrinking violet when it came to hardball politics, told him not to air it because it was too racist.

Atwater was not convinced. “Y’all a pussy,” he replied.

To make sure that his candidate had deniability, Atwater saw to it that the Willie Horton ad was paid for not by the Bush campaign itself, but by a third party, the National Security Political Action Committee (NSPAC). When the votes were counted, of course, Bush beat Dukakis in a landslide—having swept virtually the entire South.†

  *  *  *

Similarly, Rove began to master the tricks of the trade. One of his first breakthroughs came even before the Willie Horton episode, in 1986, when he was working for Bill Clements, former Republican governor of Texas, who was then running against Democratic governor Mark White, the man who had knocked him out of office. It took place on Sunday, October 5, 1986, just before the one and only televised debate, a crucial event that was expected to be a decisive factor—and an inauspicious one, given that Clements was a notoriously weak debater. Perhaps because of that, the Clements campaign brought in a private security firm to sweep its offices and found an electronic eavesdropping device behind a picture frame in Karl Rove’s office, close enough to have transmitted all of Rove’s phone conversations.

And so, as recounted in Bush’s Brain, while the debate was being set up, Rove briefed reporters not on what Clements might say but on wireless microphones, secret miniature transmitters, and political espionage. “I do not know who did this,” Rove said, “but there is no doubt in my mind that the only ones who could have benefited from this detailed sensitive information would have been the political opposition.”

As it happened, the true beneficiaries were Clements and Rove, not the opposition. It wasn’t long before both reporters and investigators suspected that Rove planted the device himself (its battery life was so short, it would have been all but useless)—which he denied, of course. More to the point, coverage of the well-timed bugging story overwhelmed the debate, and Clements won.

About a year later, a woman named Patricia Tierney Alofsin happened to be invited to a small dinner party with some of Texas’s top political consultants, including Rove. “Karl all but came out and said, ‘I did it,’” she told Wayne Slater and James Moore. “He was proud of it. . . . I don’t remember the exact words, I remember being shocked. It was like those cases where people murder people and then they leave clues because they do this fabulous murder, and they want the police to know they did it. . . . He was so proud of it. . . . It came across ‘Wasn’t I a clever boy?’ That’s the way it came across. He left the impression, ‘Wasn’t I clever, and didn’t it work and let me rub your nose in it.’”

  *  *  *

In 1991, Atwater, still very much a renowned and feared campaigner at the height of his powers, died of a brain tumor at the age of forty. That meant there was room at the top of the Republican Party for Rove, even though his ascent had been slow. “He’d spent his career toiling in Texas and he needed to find a horse to ride,” says one high-level Republican political consultant.

Enter George W. Bush. Back in 1973, when he had been the assistant to George H.W. Bush, Rove met George W. for the first time, and came away suitably impressed. “I can literally remember what he was wearing,” he told The New Yorker. “An Air National Guard flight jacket, cowboy boots, bluejeans. . . . He was exuding more charisma than any one individual should be allowed to have.” For their part, the Bushes regarded Rove patronizingly, not as family but as a necessary evil. Hence, George W. called him “turd blossum,” and Laura Bush referred to him as “Pigeon.”

Dubya, as he was known in Texas, had inherited much of his father’s legacy—Andover, Yale, Skull and Bones, Texas, and the oil business. But, unlike his father, he had nothing but antipathy for the Ivy League ethos he encountered at Yale and Harvard Business School. A genuine born-again Christian who read the Bible and prayed daily, Dubya eschewed the trappings of a rich family heritage that was deeply embedded in the Eastern Establishment.

All of which added up to a big political advantage over his father. Bush senior personified the Eastern aristocracy to such an extent that when Ann Richards, who later became governor of Texas, delivered a sound bite about him at the Democratic National Convention in 1988, it reverberated throughout the United States. “Poor George,” she said, “he can’t help it. He was born with a silver foot in his mouth.”

By contrast, Dubya identified far more with the rural Texas archetypes forged on the ranch, in the oil fields, and in the locker room. He cast a figure that could be reminiscent of the cowboys who once strode Texas’s wide-open spaces.

It was an image Rove thought would be enormously attractive to Texas voters. In 1990, while the elder Bush was still president, Rove tried to persuade the son to run for governor. But Dubya begged off, in part because his thin résumé was dominated by his failures as an oilman—and a losing race for Congress.

So it was not until 1994 that Bush, by then the popular owner of the Texas Rangers, decided to run, and Rove undertook the daunting task of running a political neophyte against the sassy, smart, funny, popular incumbent, Richards, who had been hailed on the cover of the Texas Monthly astride a white-and-chrome Harley-Davidson as a “White Hot Mama.”

But soon, thanks to Rove, the unschooled candidate became quite well schooled indeed. Thanks to Rove, Bush’s bookshelves were filled with the latest in evangelical and neoconservative thought—Myron Magnet’s The Dream and the Nightmare, Marvin Olasky’s The Tragedy of American Compassion, James Q. Wilson’s The Moral Sense and On Character, and Gertrude Himmelfarb’s The Demoralization of Society. Thus, the ruthless operator and autodidact schooled the Ivy League scion of a former president in what became packaged as “compassionate conservatism.” Thanks to Rove, Bush attended rigorous tutorials on crime, welfare reform, the state education system, and, of course, the tort reform that was so dear to Rove’s heart. And thanks to Rove, the unassailable good ole girl, Governor Ann Richards, soon became quite assailable indeed.

Whatever his relationship with Atwater, Rove had no compunction about picking up tricks from the former about defining one’s opponent through constant attacks. “If there’s any single thing that defines a Rove campaign, it’s smash-mouth politics,” said Wayne Slater. “He goes after you hammer and tong. . . . Attack, attack, attack is sort of the model that he used.”

In spite of, or perhaps because of, his unusual upbringing, Rove knew few boundaries. His adoptive father, Louis Rove, was not just openly gay, he was such an icon in the tattoo and piercing subculture that, thanks to his thirty-seven piercings, most of which were in his genitals, he was featured as the cover story in Piercing Fans International Quarterly.*

Rove has said he does not know how or why his parents’ marriage ended and, in Courage and Consequence, adds that his father “refused to say why or how their marriage had dissolved.” But a source who knows Rove says he was quite aware that his father came out of the closet, and that Louis Rove’s sexual orientation did not seem to bother him or interfere with a close father-son relationship right up until the father’s death in 2004.

Perhaps as a result, Rove was, in private, quite open-minded about homosexuality and alternative lifestyles, especially for someone whose major constituency was the overtly antigay Christian Right. “Karl is very liberal-minded on this stuff,” says someone who knows him. “But I think after his father came out, he became acutely aware of the power of knowing people’s sexual behavior.”

In most cases, these attacks took place via surrogates, so that the candidate—in this case, George W. Bush—could maintain the pretense that he was conducting a “positive” campaign. One favorite technique, of which Atwater was a pioneer, was the push poll, in which fake pollsters were hired to ask questions—at least one of which was certain to stir up a furor. “The first few questions are routine,” recalled former ABC newsman Sam Donaldson. “The next question is “Well, if you came to believe that Governor X was a pedophile, would that change your opinion?’ Now, the poller hasn’t said that Governor X is a pedophile, simply planted the idea.”

Because deniability was built into the process, nothing was out of bounds—race, anti-Semitism, lesbianism, pedophilia, you name it. Famously, in a South Carolina congressional race Atwater destroyed the political ambitions of candidate Max Heller, thanks to push polls asking voters what they thought about a Jew who did not worship Jesus Christ.

In his memoir, Rove himself decries the use of push polls, asserting that “the practice is inexpensive and underhanded, and like most cheap and sleazy tactics, it tends to blow back on its sponsor.” Nevertheless, he and his candidates benefited from it repeatedly. Such was the case in Texas in 1994, with push polls asking whether people would be “more or less likely to vote for Governor Richards if [they] knew her staff is dominated by lesbians.”

Rove has denied having anything to do with the push polls, and candidate Bush, who scrupulously avoided making direct personal attacks on Richards, repeatedly asserted, “This is not an issue in this campaign.”

But, to many, those denials were merely window dressing. One reason was that Bush surrogates, such as Republican state senator Bill Ratliff, the East Texas chairman for the Bush campaign, criticized Governor Ann Richards for appointing “avowed homosexual activists” to state jobs, saying that “[homosexuality] is not something we encourage, reward, or acknowledge as an acceptable situation.”

Flyers featuring gay men, stripped to the waist, kissing, appeared on car windshields at churches all over Texas, with the legend reading, “This Is What Ann Richards Wants to Teach Your Children in Public Schools.”

Especially in East Texas, word was out that Ann Richards was a lesbian. “I thought it was a joke,” Richards said. “I never took that seriously. I have dealt with that in every race I’ve ever run. When I ran for county commissioner, I told [ex-husband] David, you know that before this is over, they’re going to have me sleeping with every man in this county. Little did I realize it was going to be every woman.”

“There was clearly an organized Republican movement to keep out there a couple of issues, gays and guns, in the forefront,” said Chuck McDonald, a spokesman for Ann Richards’s press secretary. “And I don’t think it’s any secret that the person who really set the Republican agenda was Karl Rove.”

In any case, the tactic was enormously effective. When the race started, the charismatic, wisecracking Richards had a 67 percent approval rating and was being touted as having the potential to become the first woman president. An iconic Texas good ole girl, she was going up against an opponent who had never won a race. Yet Bush won, by nearly eight percentage points, and as governor of Texas would have the platform for even higher office—the presidency, of course.
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