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PROLOGUE You’re Not Wrong


If questioning the results of a presidential election were a crime, as many have asserted in the wake of the controversial 2020 election and its aftermath, then much of the Democratic Party and media establishment should have been indicted for their behavior following the 2016 election. In fact, the last time Democrats fully accepted the legitimacy of a presidential election they lost was in 1988.

After the 2000 election, which hinged on the results of a recount in Florida, Democrats smeared President George W. Bush as “selected, not elected.”1 When Bush won re-election against then senator John Kerry in 2004, many on the left claimed that voting machines in Ohio had been rigged to deliver fraudulent votes to Bush.2 HBO even produced and aired the Emmy-nominated Hacking Democracy, a documentary claiming to show that “votes can be stolen without a trace,” adding fuel to the conspiracy theory fire that the results of the 2004 election were illegitimate.3 But nothing holds a candle to what happened in 2016 after Donald Trump’s surprising defeat of former secretary of state Hillary Clinton.

Rather than accept that Trump won and Clinton lost fair and square, the political and media establishments desperately sought to explain away Trump’s victory. They settled on a destructive conspiracy theory that crippled the government, empowered America’s adversaries, and illegally targeted innocent private citizens whose only crime was not supporting Hillary Clinton.

The Russia collusion hoax had all the elements of an election conspiracy theory, including baseless claims of hacked voting totals, illegal voter suppression, and treasonous collaboration with a foreign power. Pundits and officials speculated openly that President Trump was a foreign asset and that members of his circle were under the thumb of the Kremlin.

But despite the patent absurdity of these claims, the belief that Trump stole the 2016 election had the support of the most powerful institutions, individuals, and even government agencies in the country. To question the legitimacy of the 2016 election wasn’t to undermine our democracy; it was considered by some of our most elevated public figures a patriotic duty.

“You can run the best campaign, you can even become the nominee, and you can have the election stolen from you,” Clinton told her followers in 2019.4

“I know he’s an illegitimate president,” Clinton claimed of Trump a few months later.5 She even said during an interview with CBS Sunday Morning that “voter suppression and voter purging and hacking” were the reasons for her defeat.6

Former president Jimmy Carter agreed. “[Trump] lost the election and was put into office because the Russians interfered on his behalf,” he told NPR in 2019. “Trump didn’t actually win the election in 2016.”7

Their view was shared by most prominent Democrats in Congress. Representative John Lewis of Georgia, for example, said he was skipping Trump’s inauguration in 2016 because he believed Trump was illegitimate: “[T]he Russians participated in helping this man get elected.… That’s not right. That’s not fair. That’s not an open democratic process.”8 Lewis had also skipped the inauguration of President George W. Bush, claiming Bush, too, was an illegitimate president.9

A few members of Congress joined him in 2001. By 2017, one out of three Democrats in the U.S. House of Representatives boycotted Trump’s inauguration.10 Many said they refused to take part in the installation of an “illegitimate” president.

The corporate media didn’t condemn leading Democrats’ refusal to accept the results of the 2016 election. In fact, the media amplified the most speculative claims of how Trump and Russia had colluded to steal the election from Clinton. They dutifully regurgitated inaccurate leaks from corrupt intelligence officials suggesting Trump and his staff had committed treason. They ran stories arguing that Republicans who didn’t support their conspiracy theory were insufficiently loyal to the country or somehow compromised themselves.11

It was all nonsense. Even Robert Mueller, who ran a multi-year and multi-million-dollar government investigation into claims that Trump personally colluded with Russian president Vladimir Putin to steal the election from Clinton, found no evidence to support the fevered accusations.12

The reporters who pushed this conspiracy theory were never held accountable by their peers for peddling leaks and lies. They received raises and promotions, honors and awards, and the applause of their colleagues. Some were given Pulitzer Prizes for “reporting” that was closer to fan fiction than an accurate description of events.13

From 2016 through 2020, the easiest way to achieve stardom on the political left was to loudly proclaim one’s belief that the 2016 election was illegitimate—stolen by the Russians on behalf of a corrupt traitor. Conspiracy-mongering, up to and including the assertion that the president of the United States was a secret Russian spy, was the highest form of patriotism.

And then 2020 happened.

At the drop of a hat, America’s electoral system went from irredeemably corrupt and broken in 2016 to unquestionably safe in 2020. Voting methods that were allegedly used to steal elections in 2004 and 2016 suddenly became sacrosanct and unquestionable in 2020. Whereas so-called election experts repeatedly warned pre-2020 about the pitfalls of electronic voting and widespread mail-in balloting, by November 2020 any discussion about the vulnerabilities of those methods was written off as the stuff of right-wing cranks and conspiracy-mongers.

Such dismissals required ignoring quite real problems with election integrity affecting hundreds of U.S. elections at the state and local levels, and even the 1960 presidential election, when John F. Kennedy won just 118,574 more votes than Richard Nixon. That Electoral College win hinged on victories in Illinois, where Chicago vote totals were suspiciously high for Kennedy, and Texas, a state where Kennedy’s running mate Lyndon B. Johnson had been known to exert control over election results. Official biographers and historians have claimed one or both states would have been won by Nixon in a fair election.14

If concerns about election integrity were valid from at least 1960 through 2016, then surely those concerns were even more valid in 2020, an election year unlike any other in American history.

In the lead-up to the election, thanks in part to the coronavirus pandemic that gripped the world, wide-ranging electoral reforms were implemented. Across the country at the state, local, and federal levels, political actors rammed through hundreds of structural changes to the manner and oversight of elections, resulting in what Time magazine would later call “a revolution in how people vote.”15 Some of these changes were enacted by state legislatures, some by courts, and others by state and county election officials. Many changes, allegedly justified by the global pandemic, were broad reforms that Democrats had long desired. The crisis was their chance to sneak in contentious policies through the back door.

The bedrock of the American republic is that elections must be free, fair, accurate, and trusted. Election lawyers will tell you that fraud is almost impossible to conclusively find after the fact, and that to fight it, strong rules and regulations are needed on the front end. That’s why Democrats and Republicans fight so bitterly about the rules and regulations that govern the process.

What happened during the 2020 election must be investigated and discussed, not in spite of media and political opposition to an open inquiry, but because of that opposition. The American people deserve to know what happened. They deserve answers, even if those answers are inconvenient. They deserve to know the effect flooding the system with tens of millions of mail-in ballots had on their vote. They deserve to know how and why Big Tech and the corporate political media manipulated the news to support certain political narratives while censoring stories they now admit were true. They deserve to know why courts were allowed to unilaterally rewrite the rules in the middle of the contest, often without the consent of the legislative bodies charged with writing election laws.

Republicans began to issue warnings about the new practices well before November 2020. They talked about how widespread changes in the manner the country conducts elections would create uncertainty, confusion, and delays.

They worried that widespread mail-in voting would lead to fraud. And they had good reason to worry. A 2005 bipartisan commission co-chaired by none other than Jimmy Carter found that absentee balloting was the largest source of potential fraud in American elections. Why should 2020 be any different?

They worried that universal mail-in balloting would make ballots harder to track, as some states bombarded addresses with ballots for previous residents who had moved out but hadn’t been struck from the voter rolls. What would happen to all the excess ballots?

They worried that lowering, or in some cases eliminating, standards for signature verification on mail-in ballots could make it impossible to challenge those fraudulently cast. In an election that promised to be contentious, lowering the standards seemed like a recipe for undermining public faith in the results. Why not leave signature verification as it was, or strengthen it?

They worried third-party ballot harvesting would encourage voter fraud. Some states had called for unsupervised drop boxes to replace or supplement ordinary polling stations. What would stop those boxes from being tampered with, or, worse still, from being filled with fraudulent votes by bad actors?

They worried ballot management in some areas was privately funded by corporate oligarchs overtly hostile to the Republican Party. Didn’t that give at least the appearance of impropriety? And they worried that failing to remove the deceased and those who moved out of state from voter rolls would cause worse problems in an election in which mail-in balloting would feature so prevalently.

Republicans also screamed bloody murder about the censorship by social media platforms of conservative voices and negative news stories about Democrats. They were horrified by a media complex that moved from extreme partisan bias to unabashed propaganda in defense of the Democratic Party. They watched as a completely legitimate story about international corruption involving the Biden family business—and implicating Joe Biden himself—was crushed by media and tech companies colluding to suppress it.

None of those problems went away after the election. If anything, the concern about them grew as tens of millions of Americans realized the problems associated with sloppy election procedure. It took days to get a handle on how many people had voted, much less how they had voted. And in an election of fine margins, the uncertainty surrounding basic questions of electoral procedure was reason to harbor doubts about the results.

Doubts only grew as citizens saw how difficult it was to maintain independent oversight of the counting process. Observers were often misled about whether counting had stopped for the evening. Some were kept so far away from the ballot counting that courts had to intervene.

As mail-in ballots came in and were accepted even when they were not properly filled out, Republicans saw the consequences of the mad rush to change the nation’s voting laws. And they saw how the media dismissed all concerns about how the election was run without a lick of investigation.

The powers that be did whatever it took to prevent Trump from winning his re-election bid in 2020. They admitted as much in a victory lap masquerading as a news article in Time magazine that referred to the individuals and institutions behind the efforts to oust Trump as a “well-funded cabal of powerful people, ranging across industries and ideologies, working together behind the scenes to influence perceptions, change rules and laws, steer media coverage and control the flow of information.”16

That’s to say nothing of the widespread privatization of election systems in key districts thanks to the efforts of leftist outlets funded by Mark Zuckerberg and other billionaires. Multi-million-dollar grants to public election commissions, and the strings attached to them, were the means by which the left’s sprawling voting activist arm took over huge parts of the 2020 election. These grants enabled the Democratic Party to run its get-out-the-vote operation through key cities and states. This private interference in the running of a national election had never before happened in the history of the country.

This book tells the story of how the political, media, and corporate establishments changed election laws and procedures, reduced or eliminated the oversight of ballots, manipulated the COVID-19 response, stoked violent racial unrest, published fake news, censored accurate news, and did everything in their power to make sure what had happened in 2016—a Trump election victory—could not happen again in 2020.

The media and other leftists learned a singular lesson from 2016: They could not let an outsider gain control of a system that so many political elites depend on ever again, democracy be damned. They were taking no chances. They would do whatever it took to make sure Trump lost.

Donald Trump certainly has a unique way of looking at the world, and a formidable personality. These traits are at once his biggest assets and the source of some of his biggest difficulties. Both have contributed to his most notable successes as well as his most notable failures. He is hardly blameless for his narrow defeat.

However, Trump’s flaws must be weighed against the disturbing nature of the opposition arrayed against him—an army of corporate-funded left-wing activists who excused and encouraged violent riots across the country; technology oligarchs who made unprecedented efforts to normalize censorship; state and local officials who radically altered the way Americans vote in the middle of an election for partisan advantage; an ostensibly free press that credulously and willfully published fake news to damage the president; politicized federal law enforcement agencies that abused the federal government’s surveillance and investigative powers to smear Trump as a puppet of a foreign power; and an opposition party that coordinated all these smears and spent years trying to impeach and remove a duly elected president from office.

Such extreme, and in some cases un-American, opposition explains why tens of millions of citizens believe that the election was conducted from the beginning in a manner that was unfair, riddled with integrity problems, and designed to make it difficult to catch fraud.

America’s smug political elites, of course, responded by mocking a small group of Americans that believe in darker and crazier conspiracies about what happened. It’s convenient to pretend that certain extreme beliefs are representative of all seventy-four million Trump voters, or even of just the tens of millions of Republican voters who are troubled about how the election was conducted.

But these same establishment figures never ask themselves how their own rank dishonesty contributed to an information climate that gaslights well-meaning voters—voters who are unwilling to abandon the cherished American ideals of equality and liberty to forces of social and economic control. In some respects, it would be much more comforting to believe a small cabal of people changed forty thousand votes and handed Biden the victory. That kind of corruption is much easier to root out and fix.

Those in control of America’s most powerful institutions—business, media, academia, bureaucracies, and even the FBI—are engaged in a permanent struggle against half the country to bring about radical social and political changes. Voters have the right to reject those projects and hold politicians who advance them accountable at the ballot box in free and fair elections.

This fight is about conducting elections in a manner that is trusted by both winners and losers. But it’s also about much more than that. It’s about ensuring that American citizens still have a voice in determining the future of their country.

If you believe things went terribly wrong in the 2020 election, well, you’re not crazy, and you’re not alone.

But most of all, you’re not wrong.






CHAPTER ONE Over Before It Began


When the Florida results started to come in, President Donald Trump and his campaign team were flying high. President Trump was performing two points better than he had in 2016 in a crucial bellwether state. He was on track to win the election.

On the evening of November 3, 2020, campaign manager Bill Stepien, deputy campaign manager Justin Clark, and other senior members of the re-election campaign assembled in a small room in the White House where they would get updates on election returns.

Historically used as a meeting room for the president and First Lady, the “Map Room” is situated on the south side of the first floor of the White House residence, named for the maps President Franklin D. Roosevelt studied there while commanding U.S. military forces during World War II. It was a fitting place to watch the night unfold.

For Election Night, the room, which usually featured antique mahogany furniture, a red sofa, and an oriental rug, was filled with four black tables pushed together in a large rectangle on which computers were set. Four large flat-screen televisions showing cable news coverage and incoming data were placed on one long side of the room. Top officials and Trump family members drifted in and out throughout the evening. Occasionally, when the crowd swelled with other guests, White House chief of staff Mark Meadows directed security to remove some people.

One floor up, four hundred of the top current and former Republican officials, ambassadors, donors, and journalists partied in the East Room of the White House, the largest room in the executive mansion and one frequently used to host receptions and events. The crowd spilled into some adjoining rooms. Former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani was holding court, his entourage nearby. TV host Laura Ingraham was at the gathering, as was Judge Jeanine Pirro, also a TV host. Republican National Committee chair Ronna Romney McDaniel stopped by. The alcohol was flowing freely as guests dined on sliders and fries.

President Donald Trump and his family were stationed in the residences on the top floor, receiving regular updates from top officials and going between the floors to greet visitors and check on results.

The campaign team felt very good heading into Election Night. Their internal metrics showed that support for Trump wasn’t just surging, but dramatically surging in the closing days of the race.

The previous Sunday had been a whirlwind of campaign activity for Trump, with large and exuberant rallies in Michigan, Iowa, North Carolina, Georgia, and South Florida, where he’d arrived at the Miami-Opa Locka Executive Airport for a midnight gathering on Sunday night. The next day, Monday, Trump held another five rallies in Fayetteville, North Carolina; Scranton, Pennsylvania; Traverse City, Michigan; Kenosha, Wisconsin; and, finally, Grand Rapids, Michigan, the same city in which he’d spent the final hours of the 2016 campaign.

Reporters expressed surprise at Trump’s confidence, since they thought he had little to no shot at victory.1 Then again, they hadn’t given him a chance of winning an election since he first began running for the presidency in 2015. The campaign had learned to disregard most of the media’s opinions. After four years of increasingly false narratives, the campaign staff felt that the media were more interested in willing Biden to victory than reflecting reality.

Trump’s energetic barnstorming of the country marked a huge contrast from the Biden campaign. The former vice president rarely strayed far from his house in Delaware after he became the presumptive nominee.2 The Trump campaign mocked Biden, saying he was “staying in the basement,”3 while the Biden campaign said that Trump and Pence were imperiling public health.

Biden finally got on the road as the campaign came to a close. On November 2, Biden hit small events in Ohio and Pennsylvania. His final stop in Cleveland was at Burke Lakefront Airport, where masked guests in one hundred spaced-out vehicles honked in the place of polite applause.4 In Pennsylvania, he hosted small drive-in events in Allegheny County and Pittsburgh.

The last two weeks of the 2020 election had been the most normal anyone on the campaign had experienced in months. Just as Biden locked up his nomination in March, the country locked down in response to the coronavirus outbreak, a global pandemic that had spread across the world from its origin in Wuhan, China. The pandemic crushed the thriving economy, one of Trump’s major selling points as the country underwent what he liked to call a “blue-collar boom.”5 His deregulatory agenda, tax cuts, willingness to tackle illegal immigration to stop the flood of cheap labor into the country, and renegotiation of trade deals to strengthen industry had jump-started an economy that had been flagging throughout his predecessor’s two terms. But now, churches were forced to close, children were banned from school, and public gatherings were declared illegal.

Well before their man won the nomination, the Biden team had decided to make the election a referendum on Trump, mostly because abject hatred of Trump was the main—and perhaps the only—unifying issue in the Democratic Party. A passionate and well-financed “resistance” had formed the moment Trump won his first election, and it had become the soul of the Democratic Party. Before he was inaugurated, there were riots and attempts to keep the Electoral College from voting for Trump.6 Democratic operatives worked with bureaucrats inside the government to convince Americans that Trump hadn’t won fairly, but by colluding with Russia to steal the election.

There was chatter about using the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to the Constitution—which gives the vice president and cabinet members the ability to remove the president if he is unable to serve—to get rid of Trump.7 On top of the talk, there were congressional investigations, a special counsel appointment, and a failed impeachment. None of these outlandish ploys worked, so this passionate and unified resistance had only one hope—and that was to defeat him in 2020.

The other reason the Biden camp wanted the campaign to be a referendum on Trump was because Biden was seventy-seven years old and hardly a dynamic candidate. Trump wasn’t too much younger, but, unlike Biden, he wasn’t obviously showing the effects of his age. On the trail, Biden frequently stumbled over his words and made embarrassing gaffes. Though Biden already had a reputation for verbal gaffes and defensiveness from the early days of his career in Washington nearly fifty years prior, by 2020 it seemed worse.8 Plus, the frequent flubs had helped derail his two previous runs for the highest office in the land.

COVID-19 provided the perfect justification to keep Biden off the trail. Everything was locked down. The only thing that even partially eased the limits on public gatherings was itself traumatic, a “summer of rage” in response to the killing of a suspected criminal by Minneapolis police. A bystander had taken video of the nearly ten minutes that a cop spent kneeling on George Floyd’s neck during arrest as he begged for mercy before dying. Over ten thousand protests erupted around the country, at least a thousand of which resulted in violent incidents or riots.9 Dozens of people were killed and billions of dollars of damages were reported.10 Thousands of businesses were lost to fires and looting. The media and their activist allies pushed the narrative that America was and is an irredeemably racist country and that the George Floyd video was just the latest proof of that reality. Despite the nationwide violence, the media insisted that the Black Lives Matter movement, which included calls to “defund the police,” was peaceful.11

Throughout his first campaign and during much of his presidency, Trump was known for gathering massive and exuberant crowds. He gave freewheeling speeches where he tested messages, made jokes, and pushed his policy ideas. But over the course of this campaign, he couldn’t hold as many rallies, thanks in large part to the pandemic. COVID-19 hampered the Trump campaign and took the president out of his natural environment.

The few public events that the Biden campaign held didn’t go well for the former vice president. At a Biden rally in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, more Trump supporters showed up than Biden supporters. When Biden left, he was forced to drive through a crowd of Trump supporters whom he had earlier called “chumps.”12

Just a couple days later, more Trump supporters showed up than Biden supporters to a drive-in rally in Minnesota. An angry Biden yelled at them and called them “ugly” as they drowned out his speech.13

At an event in Toledo, Biden couldn’t be heard over the chants of “Four More Years!” from Trump supporters across the street.14 As Biden spoke to a group of people in their parked cars, enthusiastic Trump supporters blared horns and drowned him out with noise.

The same thing was happening at Biden rallies across the country. “Practically a Trump drive-in rally here now outside the Biden drive-in event,” CNN’s MJ Lee said of one Pennsylvania Biden stop.15

But now, with the Trump team assembled in the White House residence, all the campaigning was over. Election Day had finally arrived. Members of the Trump campaign thought they had left it all out on the field and were entering the contest in a strong position. They were confident that Election Day would crown them victors.

The Biden campaign saw matters differently. For them, Election Day had arrived two months prior. In fact, from their perspective, the election was over before the sun even rose on the East Coast that day. There was nothing left to play for; the election had already been won.



Beginning with the election of Zachary Taylor in 1848, the presidential election was to be held on a single day nationwide. By law, all voters were to decide who would lead the country for the next four years on the “Tuesday after the first Monday in November.”16

The change to a single day of voting occurred out of concern for election integrity. The 1844 election, which had been spread out over more than a month, was rife with fraud and practices that put the election’s legitimacy into question. Voters also feared that election outcomes in states with earlier election dates were influencing how later states voted.17

But by 2020, the practice of Americans’ voting on the same day was a thing of the past, and Americans returned to what had been rejected in the 1840s—a lengthy window of time for elections.

That’s not to say that there had never been exceptions for those who needed them. States had long permitted limited absentee balloting for select citizens who could present legitimate reasons for why they were unable to go to the polls, such as military deployment.

But beginning in the late 1970s, restrictions were loosened. California was the first to allow “no excuse” absentee voting.18 States across the country would follow suit.

“No excuse” absentee voting allows citizens to cast their ballots early. With the widespread adoption of this practice in recent years, the United States can no longer be said to have an election day in the strict sense of the term. The country has a months-long voting season.

This was already true before 2020, when reforms increased the length of time in which Americans could cast a ballot to ludicrous proportions. North Carolinians, for example, could vote in the 2020 election before Labor Day, a full two months before Election Day and nearly a month before the two candidates had met for their first debate.19 The changes also obscured the deadline by which votes needed to be counted, a fixture of the system before 2020.

In 2016, absentee and mail-in ballots accounted for roughly 33 million of the 140 million ballots counted.20 In 2020, more than 100 million of the 159 million ballots counted were cast prior to Election Day, including by early voting.21

The change was enough for former attorney general William Barr to sound the alarm about how widespread early, absentee, and mail-in voting was negatively affecting the voting public.22 Extending voting well beyond voting day “is like telling a jury in a 2-month trial that they can vote any time they want during the trial,” Barr said after the election in an interview at his home. “You can’t say it’s really a national consensus because people are all operating on a different set of facts.”

The 2020 election would see an even more important nineteenth-century electoral reform put on the chopping block: the move to a secret ballot that occurred in the late 1800s.

During the colonial period, there were many methods of voting, from using different-colored beans or corn to cast votes to viva voces, or voice votes. In the latter system, each voter’s name was called, and the voter was asked publicly before a judge, clerks, the candidates, and other voters whom he was voting for. The practice was abandoned in part because creditors would make their debtors vote for their preferred candidates, taking advantage of the public nature of the polls to ensure that debtors did their bidding.23

But, as a rule, the colonies moved to paper ballots early on. Governor John Winthrop, one of the leading figures in founding the Massachusetts Bay Colony, abolished public voting in 1634.24 By 1706, Pennsylvania had passed a law requiring the use of paper ballots, with provisions given for the illiterate. By the end of the Revolutionary War, all states had moved to paper ballots.

Voting on paper used to mean remembering candidates’ names and writing them down. But as the size and scope of government grew, so did the number of elected officials, and well-funded political parties began to print ballots with the names of their preferred candidates.

Political parties often gave their pre-printed ballots a distinctive design. Democrats in a nineteenth-century Charleston election, for example, printed red-checked backs on their tickets. In Orangeburg County, South Carolina Republicans made the backs of their tickets look like a playing card.25 Privacy critics warned that this opened the door to bribery and intimidation, as voters could be bullied into carrying a recognizable ballot into the voting booth.

To limit voter intimidation, some states required that ballots be printed on white paper without any distinguishing marks, guidelines that were easily flouted. In 1851, Free-Soilers and Democrats passed a law requiring that votes be deposited in the ballot box in a sealed envelope. The envelopes were to be of the same size, color, and quality and to be furnished by the secretary of state to the town clerks, who would be stationed in the same room as the ballot box. Opponents of the law were later able to make it optional, which mostly meant that those who could be bribed would continue to be bribed.26

Bribery and intimidation were such big issues that the Forty-Sixth Congress of 1879–1881 issued a report detailing some of the problems that plagued insecure voting systems. The report found that employees might be taken to the polls by their employer and compelled to show their ballots before they were cast.27 This was a particularly pronounced problem in northeastern cities and industrial centers.

With political parties’ printing up the ballots that were to be used, coercion, intimidation, and outright fraud became common complaints. The purchasing of votes in exchange for liquor or money was common. In fact, buying votes wasn’t even a federal offense until 1925.28

Following a model originally developed in Australia, cities and states began to print official ballots that voters could take and cast in a secure environment. This made buying votes much more difficult, as there was no proof for how one had voted.

In 1888, the first Australian ballot was used in Louisville, Kentucky. Clear rules were issued for how to get a candidate’s name on the ballot. Massachusetts and New York used the system that same year.29

The practice spread across the country—South Carolina became the last state to adopt secret ballots, in 1950—and the states took on the cost of printing up ballots.30 Party machines and other interested parties didn’t like the new system because it made it very difficult to know whether attempted bribery had been successful or not. Verifiable instances of fraud plummeted.31

Many other practices were adopted to limit voter fraud and intimidation. States and municipalities began to keep voter rolls to limit precinct-hopping and double voting. Privacy curtains were added to voting areas.32 Judges and observers from opposing parties were brought in to observe the casting of ballots to limit fraud from corrupt election commissions. The reforms greatly decreased the tumult of elections, and increased public confidence in election results.

As election rules across the country were gradually reformed to address corruption, the franchise was also being expanded. With the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, restricting voting rights on the basis of race was unconstitutional. Initially, there was an encouraging number of black Americans being elected to public office. However, southern states soon enacted Jim Crow laws, and black voters consequently faced repugnant measures such as poll taxes, literacy tests, and outright intimidation when they tried to vote. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 finally killed off Jim Crow laws, but earlier anti-corruption reforms such as the removal of partisan interests from controlling the voting process also helped rectify these racial injustices. There was a period after secret ballots were introduced where some questioned whether they were fair because they necessitated reading and writing at a time when much of the black population was illiterate, having been denied an education. However, reformers argued that the introduction of the secret ballot would prevent black voters from being publicly intimidated,33 and they were almost certainly right about that in the long term. Women gained the right to vote in states and localities beginning in the latter half of the nineteenth century, culminating in the certification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

For more than a century, then, for nearly all voting Americans Election Day meant going into a voting place and identifying themselves to a poll worker. They voted privately, perhaps behind a curtain, with no one else allowed to see how they voted.

The move to early and mail-in voting took away some of that secrecy, along with the ability to detect fraud or coercion.

Deviations from in-person, Election Day voting are supposed to replicate the security and anti-fraud protocols a city or state has for in-person voting on Election Day. Early voting ideally follows a similar procedure to Election Day voting: an individual goes to a public place to identify himself, has his name checked off the voter roll, receives a ballot that he fills out in secret, and casts the ballot into a locked box that will be counted on Election Day.

Early voting hinges on public trust in the election officials who take custody of ballots. Voters must trust that election officials aren’t playing games with ballots in the weeks before Election Day, or otherwise letting ballots be tampered with.

Mail-in balloting varies widely from state to state, but from an election integrity standpoint, the ideal situation requires the voter to request a ballot, much like he or she would in a polling place on Election Day. That way the state can mark to whom the ballot was handed out on its rolls. While the voter may fill out the ballot at his or her kitchen table, he or she must still attest to his or her identity and provide some evidence to back it up, such as a signature. The signature is supposed to be checked to make sure it matches an official signature kept on file by the state. The voter must also indicate that the vote was cast on a particular day, usually by dating the form. A few states provide secrecy envelopes to prevent outsiders from knowing how the voter cast his or her ballot.34 That practice is designed to limit coercion from family members, employers, or special interest groups such as labor unions or political parties. It is also so that election judges determining the legality of a vote aren’t incentivized to treat a ballot differently based on how it was marked.

Here, obviously, there are many deviations from the secret ballot system, and many opportunities for fraud. Prior to the 2020 election, the media and other partisans admitted that fact freely. France banned mail-in voting in 1975 because of concerns over voter fraud.35 The 2005 Commission on Federal Election Reform, chaired by former president Jimmy Carter and former secretary of state James Baker, declared that “[a]bsentee ballots remain the largest source of potential voter fraud.”36 The bipartisan commission was formed to address voting and election integrity issues following the razor-thin 2000 presidential election, which was adjudicated at the United States Supreme Court. Of particular concern was how vulnerable voters might be coerced to vote in a way that more powerful people told them to. “Citizens who vote at home, at nursing homes, at the workplace, or in church are more susceptible to pressure, overt and subtle, or to intimidation. Vote buying schemes are far more difficult to detect when citizens vote by mail,” the Carter–Baker report said.37

A 2001 report produced by the CalTech/MIT Voting Technology Project concluded that “the greatest fraud problems may lie in absentee balloting”38 and recommended that states “restrict or abolish on-demand absentee voting in favor of in-person early voting.”39 Further, the report stated that “there is no evidence that liberalizing absentee voting laws or enacting early or vote-by-mail schemes has increased voter turnout dramatically.… [R]esearch has identified one condition under which absentee ballot laws increase turnout: when they are sufficiently ambiguous or liberal to allow partisan forces to use them to boost the turnout of party loyalists.”40

Not that long ago, the notion that mail-in ballots were problematic was the accepted wisdom in liberal media outlets. “Voting by mail is now common enough and problematic enough that election experts say there have been multiple elections in which no one can say with confidence which candidate was the deserved winner,” wrote Adam Liptak in a 2012 New York Times article headlined “Error and Fraud at Issue as Absentee Voting Rises,” specifically citing the 2000 presidential election as an example.41

“Absentee ballots are not the only way to fraudulently win an election,” wrote the Washington Post’s David Fahrenthold that same year, in an article which claimed that selling votes was “a common type of election fraud.”42

All of these long-standing concerns were not only brushed aside in 2020, they were mocked as states used the pandemic to expand mail-in balloting dramatically. And leaders of the Democratic Party did not just push to make mail-in voting more popular; they lobbied to eliminate the rules designed to decrease coercion and fraud.



One Democrat in particular had spent years coordinating the party’s efforts to increase mail-in balloting and decrease measures to fight fraud.

Marc Elias has chaired the political law practice at the Democratic Party’s powerful law firm Perkins Coie for years. He was John Kerry’s general counsel in his 2004 run for president, as well as Hillary Clinton’s general counsel in her 2016 run.43 While much of Elias’s reputation is thanks to the fact that he is an amazing self-promoter who amplifies his victories and hides his many defeats, Elias has operated on a level well beyond that of his Republican counterparts, particularly when it comes to dirty tricks that have undermined confidence in America’s elections.

In 2016, it was none other than Marc Elias who hired Fusion GPS, the firm that cooked up the “Steele dossier,” named after former British spy Christopher Steele.44 Fusion had hired Steele to put together opposition research on Donald Trump. The result was page after page of unsubstantiated allegations about Trump’s involvement with Russia, which were promptly planted in the media to influence 2016 voters by creating a nefarious narrative that Trump was somehow beholden to Vladimir Putin. The dossier was also given to the FBI and bureaucrats in other agencies, who used the discredited information to launch a major investigation into Trump that would consume much of his presidency.45

Throughout the 2016 campaign, the media dripped out stories alleging that Trump’s “America First” foreign policy was the result of his being controlled and blackmailed by Russia.46 As soon as Clinton lost, she wanted the focus to be placed on Russia.47 The media followed suit and made Russia’s interference in an American election the biggest story of the century.

The Russia collusion hysteria made it difficult for Trump to staff his administration, and it even led to a powerful special counsel investigation before it was revealed that Elias had paid for the dossier as part of his legal work for the Democratic National Committee and the Clinton campaign. While journalists were encouraged to take the Steele dossier seriously, its origins as untrustworthy partisan opposition research had been hidden in the $5.6 million in legal fees that had been paid to Perkins Coie.48

Republican representative Devin Nunes of California and his House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence were the rare investigators skeptical of the whole operation. They sought to find out who funded Fusion GPS’s work. Nunes was attacked for his efforts, but they paid off when it turned out that Elias, Clinton, and the Democrats had been behind the dossier all along.49

What’s more, Elias lied about his role in creating the dossier. New York Times reporter Ken Vogel said that when he tried to report the story of the DNC’s involvement, Elias “pushed back vigorously, saying ‘You (or your sources) are wrong.’ ”50

New York Times reporter Maggie Haberman agreed. “Folks involved in funding this lied about it, and with sanctimony, for a year,” she tweeted.51

In fact, Elias’s dirty trick against Trump was apparently a closely kept secret. When Clinton campaign chairman John Podesta was questioned by Congress in September 2017 on whether the campaign had been involved in the operation, he denied knowledge of any contractual agreement between the campaign and Fusion GPS. Elias, sitting right beside him, did nothing to correct the false information.52



As damaging as the dossier and larger Russia collusion hoax were to foreign relations, national security, and domestic tranquility, Elias’s real passion had long been helping Democrats win elections by changing voting laws.

As chair of the Perkins Coie political law group, he represented dozens of U.S. senators, governors, representatives, and their campaigns. He represented the Democratic National Committee, Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, National Democratic Redistricting Committee, and many political action committees. In addition to these openly partisan groups, he ran many lawsuits through what are called soft-money groups, or groups that help candidates without directly giving them cash.

Elias has been described by the media as a “Democratic power-lawyer,” an “elections super-litigator,” a “[l]egendary elections lawyer,” and a “Democratic election mega-lawyer.”53

The New York Times once described him as “one of the most formidable election lawyers in the country, and arguably one of the most influential of unelected Democrats in Washington.”54 Politico said he’s “a dominant force in U.S. election law,”55 while the Washington Post said he’s “a go-to lawyer for Democrats in recount fights and redistricting battles.”56 Esquire was even more flowery, calling Elias “the paladin of voting-rights litigation.”57

Elias is a large and imposing man. Arrogant, witty, and sarcastic, he’s obsessed with doing whatever it takes to secure victories for his clients and the Democratic Party. He first got his reputation as a tenacious fighter in the recount business when he helped former senator Harry Reid win a Nevada recount in 1998, holding his seat by just over four hundred votes.58

He further cemented his legend when he ran Al Franken’s 2008 recount and legal challenges, which overturned the result of the election and led to a radical transformation of the country. The day after the election, Franken had lost the race to Republican senator Norm Coleman, but by only 727 votes.59 In swooped Elias and his team of attorneys and experts, who systematically set out over the course of six months to turn the 727-vote loss into a 312-vote victory.60 The ultimate decision in Franken’s favor gave Democrats a supermajority in the Senate, which they used to enact the sweeping health care legislation known as Obamacare.

The Republicans never knew what hit them. In his landmark book The Victory Lab, Sasha Issenberg describes how Elias’s team used data-driven methods to secure victory. Al Franken’s lawyers began the recount not by trying to have all ten thousand challenged absentee ballots counted, but only the ones that went for the Democratic senator. In order to do that, they brought Andy Bechhoefer, a “microtargeting” expert who studies election demographics, into their strategy sessions:


[Bechhoefer] ran each of the disputed voters through the campaign’s database, which used a complex mix of personal and demographic information, along with polling, to give each voter a score of 1 to 100, predicting his or her likelihood of supporting Franken over his opponent, Norm Coleman. Armed with these scores, Bechhoefer was able not only to point lawyers to the unopened envelopes most likely to yield Franken votes but also to identify which of the secretary of state’s categories for excluding votes had put them in a rejected pile. With that knowledge, Franken’s attorneys drafted expansive legal arguments that covered entire categories of problems instead of merely contesting individual ballots in a piecemeal fashion.

Bechhoefer illustrated how lawyers were primed to defend absentee ballots that had been challenged for change-of-address discrepancies (which leaned Democratic) while hoping that those with witness-signature problems (tilting Republican) remained uncounted. At times, Franken’s lawyers watched their adversary challenge ballots they knew were almost certain to be votes for Coleman, only because the Republicans had not used such sophisticated methods to model them.61



The move was so effective at changing the results that it left Democratic observers grinning “like a Cheshire cat,” confident in the secret knowledge their opponents did not have.62 Indeed, to this day the media report on that recount portrays it as if it were just as straightforward as could be.

The Republicans in Minnesota, meanwhile, were playing catch-up. More than a year later, the Wall Street Journal reported on a conservative group that had combed through criminal records and found that at least 341 convicted felons illegally voted in the state’s largest county, and another 52 voted illegally in the second largest county.63 Just those two counties alone had enough illegal votes to exceed the margin of Franken’s eventual lead. But it was way too late.

“We aren’t trying to change the result of the last election. That legally can’t be done,” a member of the conservative group told Fox News. “We are just trying to make sure the integrity of the next election isn’t compromised.”64

The Franken election affected the Senate monumentally, securing for President Barack Obama a sixtieth vote that made it possible to pass filibuster-proof legislation. If Elias hadn’t changed the outcome of Al Franken’s election, Obamacare probably would not have passed.

Not every recount went as well for Elias. Florida Republican Rick Scott narrowly defeated incumbent senator Bill Nelson in 2018. But late votes from Broward County in Florida pulled the election to within the .25 percent margin needed for a hand recount. It had already reached the .5 percent margin required for a machine recount.

In came Elias and his team. He told the Orlando Sentinel that after the initial canvass, he wasn’t sure which candidate would be ahead, but that “when I say Senator Nelson’s going to prevail at the end, I mean that too.”65

Elias bragged on a conference call with reporters that he would get the election overturned. He questioned the integrity of voting machines, saying that optical-scan machines might not have registered ballots that were poorly marked.66 Elias filed several lawsuits that challenged then governor Scott’s authority over the state’s election division to enforce deadlines for mail-in ballots.67 He was doing everything in his power to secure that seat for the Democratic Party.

Trump tweeted, “As soon as Democrats sent their best Election stealing lawyer, Marc Elias, to Broward County they miraculously started finding Democrat votes.”68

Other Republicans were upset, too. Senator Marco Rubio highlighted that Broward County was a jurisdiction with a long history of trouble running elections.69 In 2017, the county’s election supervisor, Brenda Snipes, had ordered the destruction of 688 boxes of ballots while a lawsuit involving those ballots was ongoing, and the judge in the case ruled that Snipes had illegally destroyed ballots she was required by law to preserve.70 She had also been cited for illegally opening mailed-in ballots during a primary, failing to issue absentee ballots, and illegally posting election results prior to polls’ closing.

Apparently, none of these censures were enough to remove Snipes from her post. As Broward County kept counting and finding votes for Nelson, Rubio said control of a Senate seat was “potentially in the hands of an elections supervisor with a history of incompetence and of blatant violations of state and federal laws.”71

Even former Florida governor Jeb Bush, who had appointed Snipes, weighed in, saying, “There is no question that Broward County Supervisor of Elections Brenda Snipes failed to comply with Florida law on multiple counts, undermining Floridians’ confidence in our electoral process. Supervisor Snipes should be removed from her office following the recounts.”72

And yet, when President Trump said in 2018 that “really bad things” were going on in Broward, which he said “had a horrible history,” and that “they are finding votes out of nowhere,” the Orlando Sentinel said Trump “continued to weave in multiple conspiracy theories” about election fraud.73

Scott ended up winning a number of court victories and securing the seat. A year and a half later, an audit by the Broward County auditor confirmed what Republican critics, including Trump, had been saying.74 It found that half of Broward County’s election precincts had reported more ballots cast than the number of voters, that the county experienced huge backlogs in the processing of ballots, and that the recount was plagued by poor quality control, all of which “compromises voter confidence.”75 The audit also found that state law doesn’t provide “adequate controls over preventing ineligible non-citizens from registering to vote.”76

Snipes, for her part, resigned shortly after the 2018 election. The usually braggadocious Elias largely kept quiet about the role he had played in the Nelson recount. And, of course, the media didn’t admit they had been wrong about what was going on in Broward County.



Elias’s reckless abuse of the judicial process and election systems continued throughout 2020. He contested the results of a New York congressional race on the grounds that the voting machines they used were flawed, even though Democrats would fiercely defend the integrity of those machines elsewhere in the country when election results favored Democrats. The Fifth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals even sanctioned him in March 2021 after he filed a supplemental motion challenging Texas voting laws that was nearly identical to one he’d filed months earlier. The first motion had been denied, and he didn’t disclose the previous denial to the judges.77

But there is no question that Elias played a key role in radically altering election rules and procedures in ways that benefited Democrats. In January 2020, long before anyone knew how COVID-19 might affect voting, Elias published a piece arguing there was an “epidemic of uncounted ballots.”78 He said it was wrong not to count ballots that don’t have signature matches, even though signature matches are one of the very few security measures through which mail-in ballots can be verified.

He publicly announced a four-pronged push to dramatically expand no-excuse mail-in balloting.79 Postage must be free or prepaid by the government. Ballots that arrived well after Election Day must be counted. Scrutiny of signatures to determine if ballots are legitimate must decline. And “ballot harvesting,” which allows third parties and outside groups to collect voters’ ballots and deliver them to polling places, must be legalized and expanded.80

Elias had a few other ideas, too. He wanted to move away from staffing polling stations with political volunteers and instead pay government bureaucrats, a key constituency of Democrats, overtime to work on Election Day. He said high school and college students, also key Democratic constituencies, should get money and course credit for working at polling locations.81 He said states should expand opportunities for people to drop off ballots curbside, whether they were elderly or disabled or not. He wanted more weekend voting. And he wanted voters who show up to the wrong precinct and don’t have their names on the registry to have their votes counted.82

In large part thanks to the reaction to COVID-19, when the country was locked down and people were discouraged from leaving their homes for months, many of Elias’s wishes were granted. Some states even began mailing absentee ballot applications, and in some cases ballots themselves, to every single name and address on their voter rolls.83 They placed ballot drop boxes in Democratic voting areas and offered pre-paid postage on election mail.

Alabama, Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Delaware, the District of Columbia, Georgia, Illinois, Iowa, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Texas, Vermont, West Virginia, and Wisconsin all made changes to expand mail-in balloting. Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Oregon, and Washington already had widespread or universal mail-in balloting.84

It was a sea change to the American electoral system, and Elias was the man responsible for much of it.



Shockingly, the 2020 contest was the first presidential election since Reagan’s first successful run in 1980 in which the Republican National Committee could play any role whatsoever in Election Day operations.

For nearly forty years, the Democratic National Committee had a massive systematic advantage over its Republican counterpart: the Republican National Committee had been prohibited by law from helping out with poll watcher efforts or nearly any litigation related to how voting is conducted.

Democrats had accused Republicans of voter intimidation in a 1981 New Jersey gubernatorial race. The case was settled, and the two parties entered into a court-ordered consent decree limiting Republican involvement with any poll watching operation. But Dickinson Debevoise, the Jimmy Carter–appointed judge who oversaw the agreement, never let them out of it, repeatedly modifying it and strengthening it at the Democrats’ request. Debevoise only served as a judge for fifteen years, but he stayed twenty-one years in senior status, a form of semi-retirement that enables judges to keep serving in a limited capacity. It literally took Debevoise’s dying in 2015 for Republicans to get out of the consent decree. Upon his passing, a new judge, appointed by President Obama, was assigned the case and let the agreement expire at the end of 2018.85

Poll watchers serve many functions. They deter voter fraud, but they also help with getting out the vote. Poll watchers can see who has voted, which means that campaigns and political parties can figure out which areas and voters to call and encourage to vote. They also can observe who was forced to vote provisionally, or who was turned away at the polls.

“Without poll watchers, the RNC would have no good way to follow up with its voters to help ensure a provisional ballot is later counted, direct confused voters to their correct polling place and document irregularities, such as voting equipment malfunctions and other incidents that are important flash points in a close election or recount,” explained RNC chairwoman Ronna McDaniel.86

For decades, the Democratic Party built up expansive coordination efforts that the Republicans were prohibited from developing. Republican candidates and state parties could do things on their own, but not with help from the national party.

In 2012, the Obama–Biden campaign bragged about recruiting eighteen thousand lawyers to serve as poll watchers, providing more than three hundred observer trainings to ensure the observers understood election law. The volunteers would collect more than nineteen thousand problematic incidents at polling locations that were resolved with or without legal intervention.87

The consent decree also meant the RNC was kept out of almost any litigation related to Election Day. In fact, a main part of the RNC’s legal efforts came to be training RNC staff to stay away from Election Day operations on Election Day, including recounts, and fending off litigation that arose from the consent decree. It utterly paralyzed the political operation of the RNC, as the slightest misstep would result in getting sued by Democrats.

For example, when former Trump press secretary Sean Spicer said in an interview with GQ magazine that he’d watched 2016 returns in an oversized utility room on the fifth floor of Trump Tower, Democrats deposed him to show he’d violated the order by being on the wrong floor, one tied to Election Day outreach.88 The Democrats used that trivial fact to unsuccessfully try to get the new judge to extend the limitation on their political rivals for another decade.

Even though the decree was finally lifted after nearly forty years, it didn’t mean that the Republicans were now on even footing with Democrats. Democrats had spent the last forty years perfecting their Election Day operations while everyone at the Republican National Committee walked on eggshells, knowing that if they so much as looked in the direction of a polling site, there could be another crackdown. As a result, there was no muscle memory about how to watch polls or communicate with a presidential campaign. They had spent decades not being able to organize or talk to presidential campaigns, the National Republican Senatorial Committee, or the National Republican Congressional Committee about any of these efforts. They hadn’t been involved in Election Day legal disputes for decades.

What a change, then, when McDaniel announced in early 2020 her “intention to be the most litigious chair in history.”89 The comment was made in response to Democratic efforts to institute a national popular vote. But McDaniel would make efforts to combat Elias’s attempts to change election laws in Democrats’ favor nationwide.

Some of those attempts predated COVID-19. Elias worked through a soft-money group called Priorities USA to overturn a ban on third-party participation in Michigan elections, such as by ballot harvesting and paying for vehicles to transport people to the polls. The focus on Michigan was part of a larger operation to water down election security ahead of the 2020 election. Elias had sued Michigan’s Democratic secretary of state Jocelyn Benson in the Democratic super PAC’s name over laws that required signatures on absentee ballots to match signatures on files with the registrar.90 He would end up dropping the lawsuit in April 2020, after Benson agreed to instruct election officials to notify voters whose signatures didn’t match so they could fix the problem.

Benson also said she would water down the signature match requirement altogether.91 Just before the November election, she instructed election clerks to “presume” signatures were valid and accurate. Allegan County clerk Robert Genetski and the Michigan Republican Party sued, eventually getting a court to agree in March 2021 that her direction had no basis in the law—but by the time the ruling against Benson came down, it was months too late to matter for the 2020 election.92

Justin Riemer, the chief counsel for the Republican National Committee, had returned to the RNC after the midterm elections in 2018. He had previously worked in the Trump administration as deputy general counsel at the Department of Education. Republicans had been severely restricted from involvement in Election Day lawsuits during the four long decades they were under the consent decree, but now they were eager to act. The Michigan lawsuit happened before COVID-19 struck. But when COVID-19 really got going, Elias and his affiliates used hysteria surrounding the pandemic as a pretext to achieve much of what they wanted.

“When COVID hit, we started seeing the Democrats initiate a bunch of litigation in the context of the primaries that were taking place,” Riemer said, noting the flurry of lawsuits to extend deadlines, get rid of ID requirements, and otherwise relax laws and guidance designed to limit voter fraud.

The Democrats’ well-funded effort enabled them to pursue radical change across the country. The Republicans, who did not have an extensive soft-money operation to fund litigation, had to pick when and where they would respond. They attempted to be strategic, but there was a rush to intervene in lawsuits everywhere. As they had done in Michigan, Democrats sometimes sued friendly secretaries of state or other authorities to give them a pretext to water down voting rules. The strategy was called “sue and settle,” since many secretaries of state preferred to agree to change the rules rather than defend against a lawsuit. The RNC would intervene to defend the laws as passed by the legislature, particularly if the legislature was controlled by the Democratic Party and reluctant to fight on its own behalf for short-term political reasons. The RNC ended up in more than fifty lawsuits, mostly in a defensive posture of trying to preserve what the law said.

Though outmatched and outspent, the RNC managed to shut down Elias’s efforts in Florida, New Hampshire, Maine, and other states. Republicans even filed some proactive lawsuits, such as when the RNC successfully sued some Iowa county auditors for illegally pre-filling out ballot application forms and sending them to voters.93

Campaign insiders agree that the Trump campaign should have been heavily involved in the legal effort long before March, when Matt Morgan moved from the vice president’s office over to the campaign to watch election litigation. In most campaigns, litigation skirmishes in the months and years prior to the November election are few and far between. But the Trump campaign should have realized 2020 was going to be dramatically different.

The RNC and Trump campaign worked together for months, intervening in lawsuits and looking for opportunities to take the fight to the Democrats. By June 8, President Trump was picking up on news reports about the aggressive actions of Elias and the Democrats and was frustrated at how much ground Democrats had made. He directed his campaign to respond much more forcefully. The Trump campaign took over the Election Day operations, including the lawsuits, suing Pennsylvania, Nevada, and New Jersey.

The campaign also set up a massive legal and political operation to monitor Election Day operations. More than fifty-seven thousand people were trained and deployed around the country to observe votes and make challenges as necessary.94 It was unlike anything that Republicans had ever done at a national level. When campaigns or parties recruit someone to make a voter contact, they train them in the same techniques in every state. But for poll watchers, the rules differ from state to state. There are fifty different sets of rules and fifty different sets of roles and responsibilities that people can be taught. In Georgia, a poll watcher can observe, but can’t challenge a single vote in the polling place or in the counting room. The poll watcher records and monitors a potential infraction and makes challenges later. In Michigan, it’s the opposite: election challengers are to make their objections immediately to precinct officials.

Tens of thousands of Election Day staff and volunteers were spread throughout the field. They had been trained to detect, deter, and document. They were told that the best way to deal with a problem is when it occurs. If poll watchers saw a problem, they were to talk to election officials on the ground. If that didn’t work, they were told to raise a stink about it on social media. By the time lawyers get involved in Election Day disputes, it’s usually too late. However, if the deterrence didn’t work, the plan was to document possible wrongdoing and push it to the statewide war room. And if the state campaign office couldn’t handle it or worried that the issue was more widespread and systemic, it was to push it up to the national war room.

Seventeen states were viewed as high-priority and had at least one war room. So, for example, Pennsylvania had a Pittsburgh war room and a Philadelphia war room.

About one hundred attorneys and political people were assembled at the Eisenhower Executive Office Building right next to the White House on Election Day. Each of the high-priority states was assigned an attorney and political lead. There were also RNC lawyers and other political operatives. Everyone was crammed into the third floor of the building. They had to bring in everything for the room at their own expense, so as not to violate the Hatch Act, which bars government employees from using taxpayer resources for electioneering.

It’s always difficult to track turnout from one presidential election to another, but it’s a vital task. Tracking turnout shows campaigns where they can send volunteers to squeeze out more votes. Since precincts change constantly, campaign operatives usually look for single-precinct counties to keep their eyes on, as these allow campaigns to compare election years more easily.

But with the dramatic expansion of mail-in balloting, it became almost impossible to track what turnout was really like even in those counties. Mail-in ballots were segregated from the precinct totals, so campaign operatives couldn’t tell whether turnout in some counties was low or whether voters had decided to cast their ballots by mail. Experienced election observers were likely to have an idea of what voter turnout by precinct looked like, but the massive increase in mail-in ballots made it impossible to compare 2020 results to previous baselines. This made it more difficult to spot anomalies and potential fraud. It also made it nearly impossible for Republicans to determine where campaigns ought to dedicate resources to turn out voters on Election Day, whereas Democrats had closely been tracking mail-in ballots from their voters for nearly two months.

The Trump campaign was closely monitoring seventeen states. Throughout the day, campaign heads Bill Stepien and Justin Clark would receive status updates on at least four of these states every fifteen minutes. That meant each of the high-profile states was briefed to the campaign leadership once an hour. It was frankly too many to keep track of effectively.

Still, Election Day was going smoothly. Most issues that need addressing come up in the first hour and a half after polls are supposed to open. A precinct fails to open for voters, or ballots don’t arrive where they’re supposed to, or voter registration has a glitch. Those types of issues were dealt with quickly.

For the remainder of the day, the main issue that came up was access, as Democrats repeatedly blocked Republicans from viewing the counting of ballots in Michigan and Pennsylvania. Republicans kept suing for access, but saw limited results.

Even that issue, though, was about counting votes, not voting itself. According to Trump, “It’s true that the vote counter is far more important than the candidate.” This is hardly a unique political observation. Famed cartoonist Thomas Nast depicted the corrupt Boss Tweed at a polling place in 1871 saying, “As long as I count the votes, what are you going to do about it?” As long as the issue was counting in-person votes, the Trump campaign was in good shape. The real fight would be about the mail-in ballots and all the unknowns that the new, experimental voting system had introduced.



When Florida results came in, Trump campaign officials were thrilled. To beat the mail-in ballot numbers racked up by the Democrats, Republicans would need to turn out their voters on Election Day. Everything had to go smoothly, and Election Day was make-or-break. In Florida and in other key states, the Trump campaign had managed to do exactly that.

The campaign had run ads in Florida suggesting Democratic nominee Joe Biden was a supporter of socialism, a message that resonated deeply with Miami’s heavily Cuban population. The fact that parts of Biden’s base had pushed for him to pick Representative Barbara Lee of California as his running mate had helped the Trump team with its messaging, since Lee was known for her ties to far-left groups and being openly pro-socialism.

Not only was southern Florida coming in strong for Trump, but so was the I-4 corridor, the stretch of land that encompasses Tampa, Orlando, and the mostly rural areas in between. The area has a mix of recent college graduates and senior citizens, such as those in the large retirement community The Villages. It has immigrants from different countries and migrants from the north.

Seniors were a serious worry for the Trump campaign, as polling showed them to be the most susceptible to the Biden team’s focus on the approaching “dark winter” for Americans, thanks to the coronavirus pandemic. Momentum had shifted, though, and the Trump team felt confident.

Sure enough, the I-4 results came in great. Trump was doing well with seniors, with women, and with non-Cuban Hispanics, too.

In 2016, Trump had won Florida by 1.2 percent, the first of many races that went his way.95 Republicans in Florida had won statewide in 2018, but much more narrowly. Governor Ron DeSantis eked out a win over Andrew Gillum by .4 percent. Rick Scott had only defeated Bill Nelson by .2 percent.96

Though Trump’s 2020 polling numbers in Florida were lagging behind his 2016 figures, he performed much better in 2020. Trump won Florida by 3.3 points in 2020.97 By Florida standards, it was a blowout. And that gave the campaign a good feeling about Georgia, a state he’d won easily in 2016 that is just north of the Florida border and surrounded by states that were going for Trump.

Back in the Map Room, the more senior members of the Trump team received reports that things were going well in other key contests. Texas was in the bag. Campaign leadership felt good about Ohio, and even good about North Carolina, a state that had given them trouble during the campaign.

Throughout the campaign, media polls gave Trump no shot at winning. And when it came to swing state polling, which gets much more attention than other polling, the results looked like downright propaganda in support of Joe Biden.

In recent elections, Wisconsin had proven to be a key swing state. President Obama won Wisconsin by fourteen points in 200898 and seven points in 2012.99 Trump had eked out a narrow victory by less than one percentage point in 2016, when he ran against former secretary of state Hillary Clinton.100

Despite the Trump campaign’s insistence that its internal data showed he would win a close race, the media told a different story. Most dramatically, ABC News and the Washington Post published a poll less than a week before Election Day that claimed Biden was going to win Wisconsin by seventeen points. At that margin, Trump wasn’t just done in Wisconsin. He had no hope anywhere.

Seventeen points in Wisconsin meant a likely electoral blowout nationwide for Biden. It would take a miracle for Trump to win if he were down seventeen points in a swing state such as Wisconsin—a state that had been crucial to his 2016 victory.

The New York Times’s last poll said that Biden would take Wisconsin by eleven points.101 Reuters/Ipsos said he would win by double digits, ten points.102 CNN and CNBC were slightly more sober, each saying that Biden would only crush Trump by eight points,103 akin to what Obama had done when he was decisively victorious over former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney in 2012.

Two of the most accurate polling firms, Trafalgar and Susquehanna, predicted something far different: a too-close-to-call nail-biter of a race with Biden up by only one to three points. Despite being far more accurate, those two polling firms were regularly criticized by others in the polling industry for having a right-wing bias. The media polls and the left-wing university polls, which were consistently wrong, said that Wisconsin would be a blowout for Biden. But there were pollsters doing decent polling showing the race for what it was. While these polls received attention on high-traffic aggregators like RealClearPolitics, they received little to no attention on television or other major media.

Polls with as much as seventeen-point predicted victories for Biden shaped news coverage for months and hurt morale in the Trump team. Even if they’d learned better than most to not believe polls or other media narratives, the bad headlines were difficult to ignore.

“Polls are one of the most dishonest things,” President Trump said, reflecting on the matter later from his Mar-a-Lago home. “I have never seen dishonesty like this. They’re dishonest with polls. You know it’s suppression to keep people home. Do you know how many people didn’t vote because of that poll and Wisconsin? And probably other places too, that poll got so much publicity.”

At least one pollster agrees with Trump. After the 2020 election, pollster Jim Lee of Susquehanna Polling & Research blasted the politicization of his industry and issued a statement noting that a slew of inaccurate polling results that almost universally overstated Biden’s support left pollsters “vulnerable to criticisms of contributing to voter suppression.”

Throughout the campaign, any time President Trump had a good moment or message, a poll would come out alleging that he still had no chance of winning. The media would caveat their message with a reminder that they’d been wrong in 2016, but all of the numbers they published alleged that Trump had no chance.

On Election Night, the top campaign staffers were looking for signs. The media had said Iowa would be very close, a claim the Trump campaign had disputed. The New York Times’s last poll in the state had Biden winning Iowa by three points.104 The local Des Moines Register poll said it was a seven-point race for Trump, just like 2016 had been. But the corporate media polls from national outlets got all the oxygen. Early returns showed it wouldn’t be close. Trump would eventually win the state by eight percentage points. The campaign also looked toward Ohio. As goes Ohio, so goes Pennsylvania, they thought. They knew if they didn’t win Ohio by a similar margin as they did in 2016, Pennsylvania would be a problem. The media polls indicated it would be a nail-biter. It wasn’t. As Ohio came in, they were crushing it. Trump won it by half a million votes, just as he had in 2016.

Pennsylvania was looking good. So was Michigan. They thought Wisconsin was going to be tough, but they were in the game. They were certainly not losing by seventeen points.



Part of the battle on Election Night is the media battle. The Biden campaign knew this and had been telegraphing for months that the media should not call races where Trump was ahead. They said any such massive leads by Trump were a “red mirage” that would be obliterated once mail-in ballots were counted.

As the polls closed on the East Coast, the media began announcing that Biden and Trump had won in a few states. All eyes moved to Florida. The results showed Trump with a strong lead, but nobody was calling it. It was bothering some Trump fans, who felt the delay indicated the media’s hostility toward President Trump.

“It’s time to call FLORIDA!” White House press secretary Kayleigh McEnany tweeted at 9:33 p.m. “How long will it take for the media to acknowledge it?”105

“Trump is up in #Florida by 3.5 points & 381000 votes with 91% reporting & only 50000 votes left to count. It’s over. So why won’t they call the race?” Rubio tweeted at 9:50 p.m. “To deny Trump an early swing state win until Arizona and Nevada close.”106

“President @realDonaldTrump is up in Florida by almost 400,000 votes with more than 90% of precincts reporting. Why haven’t networks called the race? It’s a done deal and the refusal to recognize the obvious speaks volumes about the (lack of) objectivity of these outlets,” Florida governor Ron DeSantis tweeted at 9:57 p.m.107

At 11:04 p.m., the Fox News Decision Desk, the first to do so, announced that Trump had won Florida decisively. The Associated Press followed suit a few minutes later. The triumph for the Trump campaign was short-lived.

About fifteen minutes later, Fox News called Arizona, a state Trump had won in 2016, for Biden.

After the debacle in 2000 where the networks called the critical state of Florida incorrectly for Al Gore at 10:00 p.m. ET, the networks had made a big point about how they would err on the side of caution in the future, which might have explained the delayed call in Florida. (Though Republican partisans complain with some merit that Democrat-won states seem to get called more quickly than Republican states.)

Which made the rush to call a critical battleground such as Arizona less than ninety minutes after the polls closed very odd. Arizona had been a key swing state for many election cycles, though the Democrats had only managed to carry it one time in the last seventy years, and even then it was Ross Perot’s 8 percent in 1996 that allowed Bill Clinton to win the state with 46.5 percent of the vote.

Campaign staff described it as “a gut punch.” One staffer said it was like driving full speed down the interstate and having your car thrown in reverse. At that point, Arizona was closer than the team wanted it to be, but they still felt they would pull it off.

It was a bit of a shock at Fox as well.

Fox News, where this author is a contributor, is unique among cable networks in retaining a distinction between its opinion and news programming.108 The news side handles Election Night and other big coverage. Its Decision Desk, a group of pollsters, statisticians, and political analysts, is independent from both the opinion and news programming. In 2018, Fox News was the first to predict that Democrats would take control of the House, saying the party would win more than the twenty-three seats needed to retake the majority after eight years as the minority party. The call was made at 9:30 p.m. on the East Coast, before polls had closed in California.

Normally, the Decision Desk would make a call and alert the hosts and reporters covering the evening, who could then prepare to make the call on air. Things went a bit differently when it came to Arizona. Just a few minutes after Florida had finally gone into Trump’s column, Fox’s Bill Hemmer was guiding viewers through potential paths to victory for each candidate by analyzing county results in different swing states on an interactive map. When he pulled out to give viewers a look at the entire map, Arizona was blue, a sign that the Decision Desk had called it for Biden. “Why is Arizona blue?” he asked. “Did we just call it? Did we make a call in Arizona?”

Once host Martha MacCallum confirmed the call, Hemmer began noting the headwinds Trump would face going forward.

“Time out. This is a big development,” anchor Bret Baier said, confirming that the Fox News Decision Desk had called Arizona for Biden. “That is a big get for the Biden campaign.” Biden’s picking up Arizona “change[d] the math,” as it was the first race of the night to switch from one party to another since 2016. He noted how much the Trump campaign had wanted to win Arizona and said that “Joe Biden [was] ticking closer” to the necessary number of electoral votes.

The Trump campaign was aghast.

Arizona state law permits mail-in votes to be counted up to two weeks prior to Election Day. Those votes, which leaned Democratic, were some of the first to be posted when the polls closed. The state has a reputation for counting accurately and running elections cleanly, but it’s inordinately slow. It took the counters in Arizona days to count their ballots, which meant that the Election Day results that were posted were largely based on absentee ballots.

Arizona governor Doug Ducey was in constant communication with the Trump team. Ducey was tracking the race because Republican senator Martha McSally was facing a rough election for a full term of the seat to which he had appointed her. That race was also closer than the polls had said it would be, but McSally still lost. She was viewed as a lackluster candidate and a drag on the Trump effort in the state. One advisor said it would have been better for Trump if she’d been replaced by “a box of rocks.”

Ducey’s data analysts said that things looked good for the president. Ducey tweeted his concern publicly: “It’s far too early to call the election in Arizona. Election Day votes are not fully reported, and we haven’t even started to count early ballots dropped off at the polls. In AZ, we protected Election Day. Let’s count the votes—all the votes—before making declarations.”109

Trump advisor Jason Miller agreed. “WAY too soon to be calling Arizona… way too soon. We believe over 2/3 of those outstanding Election Day voters are going to be for Trump. Can’t believe Fox was so anxious to pull the trigger here after taking so long to call Florida. Wow.”110

Privately, everyone on the Trump campaign was lighting up the phones of anyone at Fox they could reach. The hosts, reporters, executives, and others were receiving angry texts and fielding livid phone calls from Kellyanne Conway, Hope Hicks, Mark Meadows, Jared Kushner, and others who agreed with Governor Ducey and others about the call being inappropriately early.

Outrage on social media was brewing, too. Baier brought Chris Stirewalt, at the time Fox News’s political editor and a member of the Decision Desk, on air to explain the decision. Baier asked tough questions.

“How can you call Arizona, but we can’t call Ohio?” Baier asked.

The races are very different, Stirewalt said, arguing that the margins were too wide in Arizona for Trump to make up any significant ground. As for Ohio: “There is just too much vote out, and there’s too much potentially heavily Democratic mail vote that may flop in at the end to get too froggy right now with Ohio,” said Stirewalt. “We’re going to be careful, cautious, and earnest.”

Ohio was called just moments later by the Decision Desk. Trump ended up winning Ohio by 8.2 points. At the time the Arizona call was made, the margin was 8.5 points. It would eventually shrink to .3 points, or 10,457 votes out of 3.4 million cast.

Around 12:30 a.m., with viewers and Trump campaign officials raging, Baier asked Arnon Mishkin, Fox’s main statistician at the Decision Desk, who normally stays off air, “Are you 100 percent sure of that call, and when you made it? And why did you make it?”

Mishkin said that while there were outstanding votes, they were mostly mail-in from Maricopa County, which Fox predicted would mostly go for Biden. “I think what we’ve heard from the White House is that they are expecting to get, that they need just to get 61 percent of the outstanding vote and there are 870,000 outstanding votes and they’ll be getting that. That’s not true. The reality is that they’re likely to get only about 44 percent of the outstanding votes that are there. We’re right now sitting on a race that is Biden at 53 percent, Trump at 46 percent. I’m sorry, the president is not going to be able to take over and win enough votes to eliminate that seven-point lead that the former vice president has,” he told Baier.

The Trump team didn’t get 61 percent of the remaining Arizona votes when all the votes were counted more than a week later, but they did get something very near it, ending just shy of the votes needed to win. In the final Arizona tally, Biden had 49.4 percent of the vote to Trump’s 49.1 percent.

The Associated Press, which joined with the Fox News Decision Desk in its elaborate alternative to exit polling that involved interviewing voters over the course of several days, called the Arizona race in the early hours the next day. The New York Times, CNN, ABC News, CBS News, and NBC News viewed the race as too close to call until November 12, more than a week later.111 And as the Arizona vote inched closer and closer with each batch of ballots, Fox executives debated whether to pull back the call, a rare but occasionally necessary step.

For example, the Decision Desk made a prediction just after 9:00 p.m. on Election Night that Democrats would gain at least five seats in the House, strengthening their majority. Instead, Democrats lost a dozen seats, shrinking their majority to a razor-thin margin. That call was corrected more than a week after it was issued.

The Decision Desk, acting independently from the rest of the network, had put many of the network’s anchors and journalists in an uncomfortable position. Calling battleground states early has been frowned on for decades. Rushing the call for Biden of a battleground state that has historically been won by the GOP in the midst of a razor-thin election was sure to cause problems.

In any case, on Election Night, Trump supporters saw that he had huge leads in Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania. He had won Florida by more than three points and appeared safely ahead in North Carolina and Georgia. It seemed that he was going to pull off another massive upset. The race was certainly nothing like the Biden blowout the media had promised for months on end.

Late at night, reports circulated on social media, many of them inaccurate, that many blue areas had stopped counting votes for the evening. While it was true that the media and election observers had been told counting had stopped for the night in Atlanta, for instance, it hadn’t. Combined with the Arizona call, many Trump supporters began to be concerned and suspicious. Others were confident he’d win, just as he had in 2016.



Five days after Election Day, the media would call the race for Biden. The intervening days would see Trump slowly lose his majorities in Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Georgia. Arizona took a while to count, but it came down to ten thousand votes in Biden’s favor.

What began as a triumph for Trump ended with Biden’s declaring victory by the weekend.

How did this happen? The political class, the corporate media, and their pollsters were all dramatically wrong, and yet Biden would still eke out a presidential victory of just under 43,000 votes across three states, out of a total of nearly 160 million. Months later, Time magazine would run its now infamous article bragging about how it had been done.

Without irony or shame, the magazine reported that “[t]here was a conspiracy unfolding behind the scenes” creating “an extraordinary shadow effort” by a “well-funded cabal of powerful people” to oppose Trump.112 Corporate CEOs, organized labor, left-wing activists, and Democrats all worked together in secret to secure a Biden victory. For Trump, these groups represented a powerful Washington and Democratic establishment that saw an unremarkable career politician like Biden as merely a vessel for protecting their self-interests. Accordingly, when Trump was asked whom he blames for the rigging of the 2020 election, he quickly responded, “Least of all Biden.”

Time would, of course, disingenuously frame this effort as an attempt to “oppose Trump’s assault on democracy,” even as Time reporter Molly Ball noted this shadow campaign “touched every aspect of the election. They got states to change voting systems and laws and helped secure hundreds of millions in public and private funding.” The funding enabled the country’s sudden rush to mail-in balloting, which Ball described as “a revolution in how people vote.”113

The funding from Democratic donors to public election administrators was revolutionary. The Democrats’ network of nonprofit activist groups embedded into the nation’s electoral structure through generous grants from Democratic donors. They helped accomplish the Democrats’ vote-by-mail strategy from the inside of the election process. It was as if the Dallas Cowboys were paying the National Football League’s referee staff and conducting all of their support operations. No one would feel confident in games won by the Cowboys in such a scenario.

Ball also reported that this shadowy cabal “successfully pressured social media companies to take a harder line against disinformation and used data-driven strategies to fight viral smears.” And yet, Time magazine made this characterization months after it was revealed that the New York Post’s reporting on Hunter Biden’s corrupt deal-making with Chinese and other foreign officials—deals that alleged direct involvement from Joe Biden, resulting in the reporting’s being overtly censored by social media—was substantially true. Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey would eventually tell Congress that censoring the New York Post and locking it out of its Twitter account over the story was “a mistake.” And the Hunter Biden story was hardly the only egregious mistake, to say nothing of the media’s willful dishonesty, in the 2020 election.

Republicans read the Time article with horror and as an admission of guilt. It confirmed many voters’ suspicions that the election wasn’t entirely fair. Trump knew the article helped his case, calling it “the only good article I’ve read in Time magazine in a long time—that was actually just a piece of the truth because it was much deeper than that.”

The 2020 election was far more vicious than the 2016 election, Trump said. “We got them by surprise in ’16. They had no idea what was coming down the tracks. And then in ’20 they were willing to do anything they could and it started from the day I took office or before I took office, from right after the election with the Russia hoax.”

They had used every weapon in their arsenal to take down Trump and marginalize his supporters, and by and large they succeeded. Joe Biden would be the forty-sixth president of the United States, even though less than a year earlier Trump had looked unstoppable.

At his Mar-a-Lago home months later, Trump said, “It hurts to lose less than to win and have it taken away.”






CHAPTER TWO Taking On the Establishment


Before the 2018 mid-term elections, Trump’s political advisors were thinking about the president’s re-election bid and noticed a curious commonality among incumbent presidents who didn’t get re-elected: they all faced challengers from within their own party.

Five U.S. presidents since 1900 have lost their bid for a second term. William Taft lost to Woodrow Wilson, Herbert Hoover lost to Franklin Roosevelt, Gerald Ford lost to Jimmy Carter, Jimmy Carter lost to Ronald Reagan, and George H. W. Bush lost to Bill Clinton. While each election is determined by unique factors, all five of these failed incumbents dealt with internal party fights or serious primary challenges.

Intraparty conflicts consumed these failed campaigns through much of the election year. This major distraction didn’t allow them to run a campaign against their general election opponent until late summer. It wasn’t necessarily why they lost, but it was a key issue the Trump team wanted to avoid.

A primary challenger didn’t need to be that successful to cause a great deal of damage. Pat Buchanan entered the 1992 presidential primary race just ten weeks prior to the New Hampshire primary. He got 38 percent in the New Hampshire primary, which was the biggest percentage he got in any of the primaries he competed in. President George H. W. Bush didn’t lose a single primary, but the fact that Buchanan and other challengers received significant support showed Bush’s weakness and forced him to worry more about the challenge from his right than from the opponent to his left.

Buchanan only received 18 delegates out of 2,209,1 but his brief campaign resonated with party voters. When he gave a rousing speech at the GOP convention in Houston about a great battle of values in the country, the crowd loved it and the speech dominated media coverage. The Trump team didn’t want something similar to happen again.

The team was eager to start the general election campaign early, so they had to make sure there was no drama at the convention. To do so, they had to make sure there were no pathways to the convention for the very small but committed Never Trump contingent in the GOP. That way, they could make sure that the convention was unified.

In 2016, Trump won the primary battle by securing 44.9 percent of the vote, a plurality.2 Even after securing the nomination, he faced incredibly strong intraparty opposition, much of it from the establishment and elected Republicans. Unlike so many Republican politicians who claim they will govern as conservative during Republican primaries but move to the left for the general campaign and in office, Trump honored his stated commitment to conservative policies. He appointed conservative judges and justices, exited from the Paris climate accord, led a massive deregulatory effort, got the economy roaring, didn’t start any new wars, and aggressively defended American interests abroad. His actions earned the support of the party’s voters.

Despite these policy accomplishments, or in some cases because of them, powerful elements of the Republican Party and conservative media establishment continued to resist his presidency. These groups were eager to fight him for control over the party.

The Trump campaign didn’t fear a grassroots revolt à la Buchanan. His campaign staff knew that Trump had won over the support of Republican voters. They were worried about the GOP establishment backing a primary effort against Trump. It was almost the opposite scenario to Bush’s challenge by Buchanan, when party elites were completely unified behind Bush but the base was less pleased.

Bill Stepien and Justin Clark proposed the Trump campaign set up a “Delegates and Party Organization”3 (DPO) department with dedicated staff and resources all devoted to ensuring that there were no primary challenges and that convention delegates were supportive of Trump. Launched at the end of December 2018, it was the first department headquartered over at the campaign’s offices in the Rosslyn area of Arlington, Virginia. Veteran political operative Nick Trainer ran the effort. He had three regional deputies who divided up the fifty states and six territories and districts that had primaries or caucuses to send delegates to the Republican National Convention.4 The Republican nomination path includes all states, no matter how Republican or Democratic they may vote in the general. And since the goal was to present a completely unified convention, each one mattered.

A friendly state GOP chairman would make the process much easier, so helping elect Trump-friendly chairmen was an early priority. It got going right away in January 2019 when Massachusetts Republicans picked their new leader. Charlie Baker, Republican governor of Massachusetts, strongly disliked Trump. He announced he had voted for no one for president in 2016. Trump supporters were making noise about demanding respect from him. His hand-selected candidate was the current chairman.

The DPO group worked to make sure former state representative Jim Lyons was elected state party chair. Lyons ended his speech to the convention saying he would make Massachusetts great again, a reference to President Trump’s campaign slogan. “In rebuke to Charlie Baker, state GOP picks conservative to lead party,” the Boston Globe announced.5 Winning that fight meant the Trump team had the ability to work with Lyons and the executive committee to change the rules of the state party with respect to delegate allocation.

Previously, if a Republican candidate got a certain percentage of the vote in the Massachusetts primary, he or she would get a certain percentage of delegates. The rules were changed so that instead of delegates’ being allocated according to the percentage of the vote a candidate received, candidates could only get a delegate if they got more than 50 percent of the vote.6 And delegates to the national convention had to be approved by the winning campaign.

Monitoring and engaging state chairman races was the first phase of the operation. The Trump team managed to get forty Trump-supportive state chairmen elected or re-elected. The team worked with chairmen or legal counsel in each state, looking for someone with respect in the party to make the argument for Trump to others. The field staff went to every single one of the meetings where changes were discussed. Sometimes the most important role they served was simply to verify to the gathered that the Trump campaign supported the changes.

They also developed primary ballot access plans and established delegate selection processes.

No candidate or issue was too small. When a national committeeman opening appeared in Maine, the team worked to make sure the 2016 Trump state chairman Josh Tardy was elected. They whipped the vote, calling people to encourage them to vote for Tardy. He didn’t have real opposition, but the team took the effort seriously enough that they weren’t willing to court any risks.

They helped elect three new national committee members and re-elect two loyal national committee members.

The DPO team was so thorough that the leaders of the effort were getting briefed on who had won a “basic political operating unit” election in Minnesota, the term for the state party’s lowest level of political organization.

Before the DPO crew got involved, candidates who wanted to get on the ballot as a presidential candidate in Florida only needed to get 125 signatures from each congressional district in the state or attend what was called a Sunshine Summit and pay a $25,000 ballot access fee. The DPO team got rid of the former pathway and added a new one that said the incumbent president automatically qualified for the ballot.

Rules for delegate selection were changed. For instance, in Kentucky a rule was changed to say that “no person who did not support the Republican Presidential nominee during the most recent Presidential Election shall be elected to be a Delegate or Alternate to the District, State, or National Conventions, respectively.”7 It allowed the elimination of a whole class of people from the process who were Never Trump.

The team didn’t work too much on the issue of when primaries were scheduled, but in one case they did. Washington, D.C., the base of the establishment, was a place they worried might flex its muscles against Trump. Usually, the D.C. contest was in March, but the group worked to delay it to May so that it would be at the tail end of the primary season, at a time when no incipient primary challengers could begin their rise.

They knew that when they succeeded with the effort, it would never be read about. They didn’t care. They wanted to guarantee the convention would be a four-day pep rally for Donald Trump.

It was a lot of work. Trainer and his three regional directors traveled to every state and territory. They met with chairs and executive committees. They attended every convention and picked captains for district conventions. Their first step was to understand the process in each state, then make recommendations on how to improve processes, and then help implement them.

They never wanted to be seen as the guys from D.C. who were big-footing people. They’d make suggestions, but if they got pushback, they didn’t force the issue. They estimated they got 70 percent of what they wanted, simply by building relationships and leveraging their new connections.

By late summer of 2019, most of the rules had been changed. The Republican National Committee had a deadline of October 1 for when each state had to submit its delegate selection plan, and then it was locked in stone.

Throughout the summer of 2019, former Ohio governor John Kasich was asked by the press to run for president. Both he and Maryland governor Larry Hogan had been rattling their sabers a bit, with Hogan even making a trip to New Hampshire. Kasich eventually said, “There is no path right now for me” [to run for president], and “I don’t see a way to get there.”8

The DPO team loved it. If he knew what they were doing, they thought, he would really know that there was no pathway.

A year after the Trump team had started forming relationships with New Hampshire’s state officials, the preparations started to bear fruit. Those officials notified the Trump team whenever Joe Walsh, a one-term former congressman who had launched a quixotic bid for the presidency, or some other wannabe candidate called and asked about delegate selection. The Trump team wouldn’t be taken by surprise.

Even though no solid candidates were making noise about running, Trainer and his team knew that, as Buchanan had done, someone could announce late. They wanted to make sure that even if an establishment favorite such as former presidential nominee Mitt Romney decided to cause a stink, it would be irrelevant.

The only two states that could have been a problem were Iowa and New Hampshire. From the campaign’s perspective, they knew any changes to the rules in those states would be high-profile and might risk the secrecy of the operation. So they decided to campaign fully in those two states and achieve decisive wins in their contests. There was a giant deployment leading up to the Iowa caucuses, with the vice president and president holding rallies. They engaged with local field people and worked with the state party chair to make sure the caucuses were well-staffed. They even did a digital push in Iowa.

Former Massachusetts governor and Libertarian Party vice presidential candidate Bill Weld managed to win one delegate in Iowa, but in the end it didn’t count.9 In Iowa, a delegate has to be nominated on the floor of the convention to be bound to that person. The Weld delegate became a Trump delegate once the convention opened.

And when Weld didn’t get a single delegate out of New Hampshire, the team knew their work had been worth it. They had known they would have to be perfect. Losing just five delegates to Bill Weld would have sparked a media frenzy. “The amount of think pieces that would have been done on what the Weld delegates would be doing on the floor would have been quite amazing,” joked Trainer.

The entire effort cost only about $1.2 million. By comparison, the operation just to get former New Jersey governor Chris Christie on the ballot in 2016 cost a million dollars. It was clear the DPO team had done their work fending off even a whiff of a primary challenge. The Trump campaign would not be distracted by intraparty squabbles lasting through the summer. The small investment of money and large investment of time had paid off.



The lack of intraparty squabbles wasn’t just because of Trump’s power as a candidate or his campaign’s successful DPO operation. The hysterical left helped unify Republican voters. And despite Trump’s winning both the nomination and the presidency, much of the initial resistance to Trump from the Republican Party establishment dissipated as scandals swirling around Trump proved to be manufactured by Democrats and the media.
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