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    To Polly and our family.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    “The House Freedom Caucus gives voice to countless Americans who feel Washington doesn’t represent them.”


    —House Freedom Caucus Mission Statement


    Most House Freedom Caucus members have developed the habit of sitting in the same area of the House during votes: back of the chamber on both sides of the center aisle.


    I’m not sure why we sit where we do. Maybe it’s convenience. This area of the House floor is near the cloakroom, and of course, it’s easier to talk strategy and whip votes when you’re all seated in the same area. It’s also right by the main entrance to the House of Representatives—the same door the president walks through to deliver the State of the Union Address each year.


    I guess there could be some other subconscious explanation. Republicans sit on one side of the House, Democrats sit on the other, and the House Freedom Caucus doesn’t sit with either. We take the real estate in between—right in the middle of the action. Alternatively, maybe it’s simply that backbenchers sit in the back. I’m not sure why we sit in where we do. All I know is, it’s now tradition, and I like it.


    On Tuesday, July 28, 2015, I was following tradition, sitting where I always sit, talking with House Freedom Caucus colleagues about a subject that had dominated our meetings and private discussions for weeks: John Boehner.


    Time and again, Speaker Boehner told the American people that Republicans would take bold action in Congress. But when the time came to do just that—typically in big, “must pass” spending bills—there were a million reasons why we couldn’t do what we said we would do. More directly, a million excuses for not doing what the American people elected us to do.


    From 2010 to 2015, the Republican message to voters was crystal clear:


    … Elect Republicans, and we will cut unnecessary federal spending.


    … Elect Republicans, and we will repeal and replace Obamacare.


    … Elect Republicans, and we will reform welfare.


    … Elect Republicans, and we will defund Planned Parenthood.


    … Elect Republicans, and we will hold IRS wrongdoers accountable.


    … Elect Republicans, and we will secure the border.


    … Elect Republicans, and we will build the wall.


    … Elect Republicans and we will….


    The American people did their part. They elected Republicans to a House majority in 2010 and to a Senate majority in 2014. Unfortunately, Republicans in Congress didn’t do theirs.


    In 2010, House Republicans campaigned on a platform outlined in a document called “Pledge to America.” In that document, we promised that if voters gave Republicans the majority, we would enact a modest budget savings of $100 billion in the first year of the next Congress as a down payment to real savings. But within six months of winning the majority and running the House of Representatives in 2011, the promise of cutting a mere $100 billion was already broken.


    Over the next five years, many other promises would be broken as well. With each broken promise, the frustration level of House Freedom Caucus members continued to grow. It was matched only by the frustration level of the American people. The real question was what were we, the House Freedom Caucus, prepared to do?


    Congressman Mark Meadows of North Carolina and a handful of other House Freedom Caucus members were prepared to do something that hadn’t been done in ninety-four years.


    Not since 1921 had a member of the House of Representatives filed a motion to vacate the chair. The motion is like a vote of no confidence in a parliamentary form of government. On Tuesday, July 28, 2015, Mark Meadows put forward a vote of no confidence for the Speaker of the House.


    What I remember most about that day was watching Mark sign the document and hand it to the clerk. Actually, it’s what happened right before that I remember most.


    Although we had been talking about the motion for weeks, none of us knew Mark was going to file it that day. I was sitting where we sit, talking with my colleague Raúl Labrador of Idaho, when I looked up and saw Mark in the well of the House at the clerk’s desk. He was just standing there, pen in hand, leaning over the dais, preparing to sign the motion. Before he did, he turned his head and looked toward us. I could tell he was thinking—thinking hard—and looking up. He paused for a few seconds, brought his gaze down, and settled on Raúl and me.


    As we stared at each other, I saw an ever-so-slight smile begin to form on Mark’s face. It wasn’t a smirk. It wasn’t a look that said, “We’ll get him.” It was just a quiet smile that said, “Here we go!” That’s when I knew he was doing it. And that’s the moment I’ll never forget.


    Mark turned, signed the document, and handed it to the clerk. Those actions launched a two-month-long series of events that ended with something that had never happened in American history: The Speaker of the House stepped down midterm. Not because of health concerns, not because of some scandal, but because he didn’t have the votes to stay in power. Because a group of us said, we are tired of not doing what we were elected to do. We are tired of the broken promises…. It’s time for a change.


    This book is the story of the House Freedom Caucus (HFC)—the events that led to its formation, the people who made it happen, and the way we have strived to make a difference for the countless Americans who feel Washington doesn’t represent them. It covers the time period from the IRS targeting scandal of several years ago to the impeachment of President Donald Trump, and it touches on everything in-between. I hope you enjoy it!

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    THE PRESIDENT GETS COVID



    When I woke up on October 2, 2020, I figured it would be like most Fridays in D.C. Congress would finish up the week with a few votes on the House floor, and then members would rush to Reagan National Airport to catch a flight home. Polly and I had a midafternoon flight; however, we weren’t headed home. We were going to Wisconsin to help a colleague raise funds and to attend the president’s rally in Green Bay. It was thirty-two days until the election, and I was determined to get to as many swing states as possible in the closing days of the campaign. In the previous few weeks, I had been to Florida, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, doing events for Republican colleagues who had a serious challenge or for Republican candidates challenging a Democrat incumbent. On each trip, I was encouraging our fellow citizens to not only help our Republican House candidates but to also do everything they could to help the president.


    I told anyone who would listen that this election was about one question: Can America remain America? In other words, can the values, principles, and institutions that make America special—that make America the greatest county ever—be preserved? Today’s Democrat Party believes America is bad, and therefore, they want to fundamentally change our nation. President Trump and the party he leads believe America is good. Not perfect. But good. America is a country made up of regular and flawed people who all need God’s grace, and principles such as freedom and the rule of law provide the foundation for American excellence.


    America is not a county that destroys our monuments and forgets our history. We are not a country who cowers in the face of a virus.


    “We the People” of the United States of America set goals and work hard. When we do, our families, communities, and country get better. Over the past four years, we’ve had a president accomplish and do more of what he said he would than any other president in my lifetime. We’ve had a president who said he’d cut taxes and did—the largest in American history. A president who said he’d cut regulations and did. A president who said he’d get out of the Iran deal and did. A president who said he’d put our embassy in Jerusalem and did. A president who said he’d take it to the terrorists and did—terrorists such as Soleimani and al-Baghdadi. A president who said he’d build the wall and did—350 miles of it. And a president who loves America and its people and puts their interests first as he fights for them every day. This was the message I was looking forward to sharing with the good folks in Green Bay, Wisconsin the next day.


    As I started to put on my workout gear before heading to the House gym, I looked at my phone. I noticed I had several text messages and missed phone calls from Russell Dye, the top media staffer for our personal office and for Republicans on the House Judiciary Committee. Some of the calls and messages were from after midnight.


    I’m probably a little biased, but I believe Russell is the best media person on Capitol Hill. He coordinates all media interactions for our office and for House Judiciary Republicans. He does social media for the committee, and he handled the bulk of the press operations during the impeachment proceedings in 2019. He is smart, works hard, and loves sports—my kind of guy. I talk with Russell several times a day, but I don’t ever recall an occasion where he called and texted me multiple times after midnight. Something was up.


    I called him right away. “What’s going on?” I asked.


    “Sir, the president has the virus!” he responded.


    I turned on the TV. It was the only story. Nothing else was being discussed. In fact, over the next several days, this was almost the only issue the press covered. It seemed the mainstream press—fake news—was almost giddy about the fact that President Trump had COVID. Some people on social media appeared more than just a little giddy. A few actually said they hoped the president didn’t recover.


    I had traveled to Cleveland with the president three days before Russell’s phone call. I knew I’d have to quarantine until I got tested. I’d been tested before the flight to Cleveland, but that wouldn’t matter now. I’d have to get a new test. No workout this morning, no flight to Wisconsin this afternoon.


    That morning, I was scheduled for a Fox and Friends interview in the eight o’clock hour. I grabbed a quick shower and then headed to the office to prep for the interview. We were supposed to discuss the election and how the president was doing in Ohio. But we knew the only topic would be the president contracting the virus.


    The first question was, “What kind of interaction did you have with the president?” I told the hosts I’d had a few brief conversations with the president on the flight to Cleveland and before the debate. They asked me how I felt. I replied, “Fine. Had a great workout yesterday.” I told them I didn’t fly back on Air Force One because the campaign wanted me to stay in Ohio and do some late-night TV interviews. Instead, the next morning, I took a commercial flight back to D.C. Overall, I thought the interview was fine.


    An hour later, I got tested in the House physician’s office. It was one of the many times I’d been tested. Every time you visit the White House to meet the president, you’re required to get one. However, I knew the test that day would be different. The White House uses the rapid test: a simple swab of the nose and within fifteen minutes, you have the result. The test in the House physician’s office is the more invasive one, the one that goes way back in your sinus cavity. I jokingly call it the “over the river and through the woods” test. Actually, though, it’s not that bad. It’s the five hours waiting for results that’s inconvenient.


    Because we were planning to fly to Wisconsin that day and then Ohio on Sunday, we didn’t have our car in D.C. Rather than waiting around to see if I tested negative and then get a flight, we decided we would just rent a car and drive. That way, we’d have most of the drive completed when they called us with the results. Sure enough, halfway home, we got a call from the House doctor: negative.


    On that drive home, Polly and I talked about all that had transpired that morning. We talked about President Trump and the First Lady, and like millions of other Americans, we prayed for their health and for our country. Over the weekend, I thought about that day—that one day. In many ways, Friday, October 2, 2020, epitomized the entire year. The year 2020 was about the virus and the presidential election. It was all about politics.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    JANUARY 6



    The late Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg said that January 6 is the ultimate date of significance in US presidential elections. According to the Constitution and federal law, Congress meets on this date in a joint session to count the fifty states’ electoral votes. Most of the time, it’s a formality.


    Congress meets, the vice president presides, and the clerk reads the results. After each state is announced, the vice president asks if anyone objects to the electors. If no one objects, the electors are accepted and counted, and he moves on. If one senator and one House member both object, then the members of the House and Senate each retire to their respective chambers for a two-hour debate. Upon conclusion of the debate, each body votes and then reconvenes in the joint session, where they move on to the next state.


    For most of our nation’s history, this final step—this ultimate date as Justice Ginsberg put it—has been uneventful. However, the recent presidential elections have been different. When Republicans won, the Democrats objected. In fact, they have objected to every Republican president who was elected this century—on January 6, 2001; January 6, 2005; and January 6, 2017. In 2001 and 2017, Democrat House members were the only ones who objected, and as a result, there was no debate in either the House or the Senate. In 2005, a Democrat senator joined the House objection to the Ohio electors, and a two-hour debate and a House and Senate vote followed.


    As we approached January 6, 2021, members of the House and Senate, along with the American people, knew there would be objections and debate for at least some of the states. There was a real possibility that objections to as many as six states might occur. Americans knew this because they instinctively knew there was something wrong with the 2020 election.


    Joe Biden got maybe fifty people at each of his campaign events. Some events, he got even fewer. Remember those Biden speeches with seven circles on the grass, but only five people in attendance? President Trump, in contrast, had tens of thousands show up to dozens of rallies. At one rally in Pennsylvania, he had over fifty thousand people! The energy of the campaign was on the president’s side, yet somehow Joe Biden won?


    President Trump increased his vote with African Americans. He increased his vote with Hispanic Americans. He won nineteen of twenty bellwether counties around the country. President Trump won Ohio by 8 percent, Iowa by 8 percent, and Florida by 3 percent. House Republicans won twenty-seven of twenty-seven tossup races, and President Trump got 12 million more votes on November 3, 2020, than he did on November 8, 2016. But somehow, he lost to a guy who barely left his home. Maybe everything was legit, but the last time a Republican running for president won Ohio, Iowa, and Florida but lost the White House was in 1960, and the last time an incumbent president got more votes than in the previous election and lost was in 1888. It might have happened again in 2020, but half the electorate had concerns. Polls taken after the 2020 election show that 80 million voters, both Republicans and Democrats, had doubts about the results. Eighty million Americans doubted the validity of the election, and sixty million of our fellow citizens believed the election was stolen. When one-third of the voters believe the process is rigged, we have a big problem.


    That such a large number of Americans had this belief motivated Republicans to examine the election. We owed it to the people we represent, and we owed it to the people who pay our salary. It’s why we called for an investigation.


    Congressman Jamie Comer, the top Republican on the House Oversight Committee, and I wrote to Chairman Nadler and Chairwoman Maloney one week after the election, asking them to investigate the anomalies and concerns with the 2020 presidential election. Our view was, let’s find out. Let’s get answers. In addition to the court challenges by the president’s campaign, many of which were dismissed on procedural grounds, we wanted to issue subpoenas, do depositions, and talk to witnesses. Instead of a few hearings in Georgia and Michigan, we wanted to have hearings in the US House of Representatives. We wanted a real investigation with real hearings to get the facts and the truth. It was the only way to begin to address the deep divisions that now exist in our culture.


    The Democrats had none of it. Forget about finding the truth. Forget about the questions and concerns of the American people. Forget about election integrity. All they cared about was beating President Trump. Democrats aren’t interested in lessening divisions in our nation or getting facts. No. For Democrats, nothing has changed in the last four years. It’s always been about attacking Donald Trump and demonizing people who support him.


    Every American knows the breach of the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, was wrong. The events of that day were tragic. The terrible actions by rioters have been condemned by all Americans, and those who took part in those actions should be punished to the fullest extent of the law. However, the Democrats’ rush to impeach the president a second time in the aftermath of the Capitol breach was also wrong.


    President Trump didn’t incite a riot. How did he incite a riot that was already planned? After the Capitol’s breach, news reports indicated that federal officials knew of a planned attack before the president’s rally. How did he incite a riot when the Capitol’s perimeter was breached before his speech was even finished? How did he incite an attack when a bomb was planted at the Republican National Headquarters before the rally even began? Finally, how did President Trump incite a riot when he specifically called on rally goers to “peacefully and patriotically make your voices heard”? Of course, none of these facts mattered to Democrats. Consistency didn’t, either.


    Democrats condemned the violence on January 6, 2021, but in summer 2020, they had a different story. According to them, the intense civil unrest that broke out after George Floyd’s death was just a “peaceful protest.” Likewise, the criminals involved in rioting and looting weren’t really criminals. That’s why it was OK for Democrats to raise money to bail them out of jail and why it was OK for Democrats to call for more unrest. The unrest wasn’t really criminal behavior; it was just “peaceful protesting”—“peaceful protesting” that Democrats believed helped them politically so it was OK.


    Republicans, on the other hand, have condemned all the violence. We condemned the violence on January 6. We condemned the violence last summer. We condemned the killing of George Floyd. We condemned the killing of David Underwood and attacks on other brave law enforcement officials. Violence is not how you win in the American political system. Republicans have always been consistent.


    Democrats also believed it was OK to deny the president due process. The Democrats have never stopped attacking President Trump. They tried to remove him from office before he got there, and they tried to remove him after he left. And while he was there, there were nonstop attacks.


    Nineteen minutes after President Trump took the oath of office on January 20, 2017, at 12:19 p.m., the Washington Post headline read, “Campaign to Impeach President Trump Has Begun.” They couldn’t even wait twenty minutes. The truth is Democrats really started impeachment on July 31, 2016, when the Comey FBI opened the Russia investigation. This continued with the Mueller probe, and the first round of impeachment was formalized with a call between President Trump and the President of Ukraine. Round two of impeachment occurred in the House one week before President Trump left office, and the vote took place three weeks after he left. The Democrats’ desire to impeach President Trump was truly an obsession—so much so that there was no effort to afford the president any due process.


    In the first impeachment, neither the president nor the House Republicans were permitted to call witnesses. Only the Democrats’ witnesses were permitted to testify. The second impeachment was even worse. There were no witnesses. No discussion. No subpoenas. No depositions. No investigation. Just a show trial with a grand total of two hours of debate. Then, seven days before he left the White House, there was a vote to impeach the President of the United States.


    Democrats wouldn’t investigate the concerns regarding the presidential election. They wouldn’t afford the president any due process. All they cared about was blaming Republicans for what had happened on January 6, 2021, and using those tragic events to target the president: impeaching him a second time. No logic or reasoning was going to stop them.


    Article II Section 1 of the United States Constitution states, “Each state shall appoint in such a manner as the legislature thereof many direct, a number of electors equal to the whole number of Senators and Representatives to which the state may be entitled in the Congress….”


    The key phrase is “as the legislature may direct.”


    Several swing states did not follow the Constitution—five, to be exact: Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Each of these states changed their election laws in the run-up to the 2020 election in an unconstitutional fashion. Pennsylvania is the best example.


    Pennsylvania law says the election ends at 8 p.m. on Tuesday, November 3. The partisan Pennsylvania Supreme Court said, “Nope. We’re going to extend it. We’re going to change it. We don’t care what the state legislature says. We don’t care what the law says. We care about politics—about helping Joe Biden—so we are going to go around the Constitution and say the election doesn’t end on Tuesday. We’re going to change it to 5 p.m., Friday, November 6.”


    So, when the elected members of the Pennsylvania legislature didn’t extend the election three days for mail-in ballots, the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania went around them and unilaterally did it.


    Pennsylvania law requires signature verification for mail-in ballots. However, Kathy Boockvar, the Democrat Secretary of State, changed it. Prior to becoming Pennsylvania’s top election official, Ms. Boockvar demonstrated her bias with social media posts. In one tweet, she said, “Using the title ‘President’ before the word ‘Trump’ really demeans the office of the presidency….” She, like the Pennsylvania State Supreme Court, unilaterally changed the law when she said no signature verification was needed for mail-in ballots. However, people who voted on Election Day were required to follow the law. Their ballots were subject to signature verification. Not the mail-in ballots, though—all 2.6 million of them! Ms. Boockvar didn’t care that she went around the legislature and changed the law for about 40 percent of Pennsylvania voters. She was focused on one thing: making sure the title “President” was no longer before the word “Trump,” Constitution be damned.


    Pennsylvania law also says mail-in ballots cannot be processed before Election Day. In the 2020 election, however, several counties allowed ballots to be “cured” before Election Day. Now, how can you “cure” a mail-in ballot before Election Day if state law says it can’t be processed until Election Day? And guess which counties allowed “curing” before the election? You got it. Democrat-run counties.


    The other four states engaged in similar actions. Courts, secretaries of state, governors, and, in some cases, local clerks all made changes to the election laws. They all went around the state legislature. It was a pattern. In Georgia, Democrats sued in a friendly court. They pressured the Republican secretary of state to enter a consent decree to change the election law. In Arizona, a liberal group allied with the Democrat Party sued to extend the voter registration deadline. This was the template Democrats used to change the law.


    In short, Democrats knew they couldn’t beat President Trump in a normal election. They knew they had to change the rules. The problem was they couldn’t change the rules in a constitutional way. They didn’t control any of the state legislatures in the key swing states, so they changed them in an unconstitutional fashion. And that’s why we objected on January 6, 2021.


    In the House Chamber that day, I said that objecting is doing our duty. It is upholding our oath to the Constitution. If I didn’t object to the states that conducted their elections in an unconstitutional manner, then I would be allowing the value of my constituents’ vote in the Fourth District of Ohio to be diminished. I owe it to the people I represent and to the Constitution I took an oath to defend.


    During the debate on January 6 and the impeachment debate a week later, Democrats accused the 130 plus Republicans who supported the objection to electors of trying to overturn an election. They said we were overruling the people. Their argument was false. It was ridiculous, and it made me mad.


    Jim McGovern is a longtime Democrat member of Congress from Massachusetts. He is also the chairman of the House Rules Committee. During the morning floor debate on the rule that would set the parameters of the afternoon debate on the Article of Impeachment, Congressman McGovern gave the very first speech. In it, he said Republicans who objected to the electors from Arizona and Pennsylvania the week before had voted to overturn the results of the election. I was sitting on the House floor when Congressman McGovern spoke. When he made the statement about overturning the election, I jotted his words down on my yellow legal pad. I then asked the staff of Tom Cole, the top Republican on the House Rules Committee, if I could have a couple of minutes to speak. “Sure, no problem,” they said. I was going to give the gentleman from Massachusetts a piece of
    my mind.


    A few minutes later, Mr. Cole recognized me. The first thing I said was, “Guess who the first objector was in 2017?”


    “Guess who was the first person to object on January 6, 2017, when Donald Trump was about to become president? It was Jim McGovern, Democrat chair of the Rules Committee.”


    I glanced at Congressman McGovern across the aisle. I could tell he was starting to get a little mad. Never forget, Democrats don’t like a real debate. They’re allowed to lie about us, but we are not allowed to tell the truth about them.


    “And guess which state he objected to?” I continued. “Which state do you think the Democrat member from Massachusetts, the chair of the powerful Rules Committee, objected to? He objected to Alabama!” Alabama! The very first state called. In 2016, President Trump won Alabama by almost thirty points, but for some reason, Democrats objected to counting Alabama electors.


    I was getting really fired up now.


    “Democrats objected to Alabama in 2017, but we can’t object to Pennsylvania in 2021!” I said. “They can object to a state President Trump won by thirty points, a state no one had any concerns about, but we can’t object to Pennsylvania where election law was changed unconstitutionally.”


    I finished my remarks by once again pointing out what so many Americans despise about today’s politics. “Americans are tired of the double standard!” I said.


    Democrats objected to more states in 2017 than Republicans did in 2021. But somehow, we’re the ones trying to overturn an election? Democrats can raise bail money for rioters and looters; Republicans condemn all violence. A Democrat can investigate President Trump for four years but refuse to investigate an election that half the electorate has concerns with. But somehow, we’re wrong?


    The last point is so important. Democrats investigated the 2016 election for four years. They falsely accused President Trump of colluding with Russia to win the White House. It was completely false. They didn’t care. They first put the country through the Crossfire Hurricane Investigation, then the Mueller investigation. These were followed by the anonymous whistleblower Ukrainian phone call investigation that the Democrats used for their impeachment. But they’re saying it’s the Republicans who are trying to overturn an election? Only in the Washington swamp could anyone make that argument with a straight face.


    The past four years have illustrated how committed the left is to fundamentally change America. President Trump wanted to Make America Great Again. The Democrats want to remake America. Our task is to stand firm and protect the values and institutions that really do make America great.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    2015



    Although the House Freedom Caucus members and I didn’t know the motion to vacate the chair was going to be filed on July 28, 2015, we all recognized it was coming. We knew real change needed to happen because of what had taken place in the prior seven months.


    Between the formation of the HFC in January of 2015 and the filing of the motion in July, three major battles with John Boehner left us with no real alternative but to remove him as Speaker of the House. First was his failure to keep a promise he made to us on the issue of immigration in the lame-duck session of the 113th Congress. Second was an orchestrated effort to deny rank-and-file members any input in the Trade Promotion Authority (TPA) legislation. Third was just your basic schoolyard fight: they attacked one of our members, and we punched back.


    In the lame-duck session of December 2014, Congress passed legislation to fund the government. It was another one of those mega-spending bills that have become all too common in recent years. This “Omnibus Appropriations” bill funded all government agencies for the remainder of the fiscal year through September 30, 2015, with one exception: the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).


    DHS only received funding through February 28, 2015, in order to give Congress more time to figure out how to address the immigration-related issue of Deferred Action on Childhood Arrivals (DACA). This was the name given to President Obama’s executive order that allowed those who were brought to the United States illegally by their parents as children to stay in the country.


    During the lame-duck session, the Speaker convinced House Republicans that it was better to wait until early in the next Congress to address the issue. The thinking went, We don’t need another big fight right before Christmas. Let’s fund the rest of government now, isolate the DHS bill, and save this fight for another day.


    We had heard that last line many times before. It always went something like this: “That’s an important issue, but let’s deal with it in the next bill…or in the next budget…or in the next Congress and save this fight for another day.” This time, Speaker Boehner and his team once again assured us that they really meant it. They said, “Fund the rest of the government now, and we’ll address DACA in February. We promise!”


    Except, of course, they had no intention of keeping their word. Like so many times before, their objective was to get through the crisis by postponing any real decision to some future date when the cycle would repeat, and they would once again promise to fix it later and once again save the fight for another day.


    Each time we went through this experience, it was tempting to think this would be the time when it would be different. Maybe this time, they’re telling us the truth, we would think. Maybe this time we are actually going to do what we told the voters we would do.


    It is human nature to hope, but addressing problems in Congress seems more like the Peanuts comic we all remember. Even though he’d been fooled time and time again, Charlie Brown somehow convinced himself that “this time” Lucy would hold the football steady for him to give it a kick. But each time Charlie Brown pinned his ears back and took off running for the kick, Lucy pulled the football away at the last second, sending Charlie Brown through the air to land on his backside.


    When the new DACA deadline approached on February 28, the Speaker predictably said we needed to push this decision down the road a bit further and save the fight for another day. That’s the point when our HFC members decided to stop being Charlie Brown. We knew “another day” would never arrive, and this new deadline would be no different than the others.


    When the deadline arrived, DACA wasn’t addressed, and President Obama got exactly what he wanted in the DHS appropriation bill, so HFC members responded by withholding our support. We wanted Speaker Boehner and his team to keep their word. The fact that the Speaker hadn’t kept his word didn’t surprise us. But his next move—launching a privately funded political attack against us—did come as a surprise.


    In response to us standing firm on addressing DACA in the DHS bill, on March 3, 2015, American Action Network, the political 501(c)(4) associated with John Boehner, launched an advertising campaign against twelve conservative members of the House, ten of whom were members of HFC. Nine members—Louie Gohmert, Morgan Griffith, Jody Hice, Barry Loudermilk, Raúl Labrador, Mark Meadows, Mick Mulvaney, Tom Rice, and Ted Yoho—had digital attack ads run against them, and the other three members—Tim Huelskamp, Jim Bridenstine, and I—had broadcast television ads run against us.


    This was completely unprecedented. The Republican Speaker of the House had used outside funds to attack his own members. Keep in mind that with President Obama in the White House and Harry Reid running the Senate, John Boehner was effectively the national leader of the Republican Party. To think that his allies had attacked Republicans for actually trying to do what Boehner told us we were going to do just three months earlier! Most importantly, he attacked us for trying to accomplish what we had told our constituents we would do.


    Boehner’s plan ultimately backfired. The AAN ads running in our districts implied that not going along with the Boehner/Obama DHS funding bill somehow meant you were “weak on terrorism.” Really? Fighting to keep our promises and fix immigration policy meant you were weak on terrorism? Come on. Back home, our constituents saw through those lies, and I believe the ads actually helped us in our districts.


    Just as importantly, the ads that were designed to weaken the HFC actually galvanized the group. We had been in existence for less than three months, and the Speaker of the House had just spent big money to come after us. We must have been doing something right! We’ve often said if the Washington swamp isn’t saying something bad about you, then you aren’t doing anything any good.


    Said differently, if you are a conservative, expect to be attacked. But if you are a conservative and making an impact, then you should really expect to be attacked.


    In the end, our resolve and determination were strengthened, and our commitment to give voices to countless Americans who feel Washington has forgotten them was strengthened as well. I’m convinced that if the HFC had been around a few months longer prior to the attack ads and if we’d had a little more experience operating as a group, we would have moved right then to change the Speaker. However, we weren’t quite ready. It would take two more fights over the next few months before we could make it happen.


    [image: ]


    The debate over Trade Promotion Authority in Congress and around the country foreshadowed the Trump phenomenon and the 2016 presidential campaign. It was also, by far, the biggest fight in Congress that year.


    We believed the entire Congress should be involved when the procedure for international trade legislation was being established. Boehner thought otherwise. He argued that only the White House, the Ways and Means Committee, and he himself should write the bill, and we should be satisfied with the chance to vote “yes” or “no” on the final product. We disagreed. We disagreed strongly. And we fought him tooth and nail.


    It was a classic fight: the establishment against the middle class, big corporate interests against “Main Street,” and the Washington swamp against the American people. Don’t misunderstand. We weren’t opposed to trade. Trade equals opportunity—opportunity for Americans to sell their products in new markets—and this is a good thing! Our concern, however, was that any deal with President Obama would inevitably contain certain left-wing rules that we opposed. We reasoned that in eighteen months, we’d have a new president—hopefully a new Republican president. Why not wait? However, our biggest concern was not as much the policy as it was the process.


    Since our nation’s founding, approximately twelve thousand individuals have had the privilege of serving in Congress. Think about that. There have been hundreds of millions of Americans over the course of 200 plus years, but just twelve thousand Americans have had the opportunity to serve in the Congress of the greatest country in history. It is an honor and responsibility that members take very seriously.


    Each of these twelve thousand members represented hardworking folks back in their home districts. In modern times, there are 435 districts in the House of Representatives. Each has approximately 750,000 people. These people expect their members of Congress to weigh in on important issues. Each member wants the opportunity to impact important legislation and do their job. It’s why you run. Unfortunately, when it became time to craft the TPA legislation, John Boehner forgot this basic truth.


    TPA is a process vote. It is legislation that creates a procedure for considering trade agreements our government has negotiated with other countries. It is also a process that actually limits the power of Congress, as it sets up rules that only permit Congress to have an up or down vote on the final trade agreement. No amendments. No changes. “Fast track status” is the name commonly given to the entire process.


    In 2015, TPA set up the rules and structure for considering the trade agreement legislation called the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). TPA could be amended, but TPP couldn’t. That’s why it was so important to do TPA right. The Speaker’s procedure cut out the rank-and-file members and reserved the decision-making authority for only himself and the Ways and Means Committee.


    The Obama administration wrote the bill. The Speaker and the House Ways and Means Committee then had an opportunity to further shape the legislation. In truth, Paul Ryan, the Ways and Means Committee chairman, was the individual charged with guiding the legislation through Congress. He made every presentation about the bill to the Republican conference and to the media and anyone who would listen. It was his bill, and he didn’t want it changed. We did, so we offered two amendments—two simple amendments.


    One amendment dealt with currency manipulation, and the other gave all members of the House a greater say in the process. Congressman Curt Clawson offered the first, and Congressman Mick Mulvaney offered the second. Both measures had broad bipartisan support, and both would have gotten a majority vote on the House floor. But both were rejected by the Speaker and not permitted a floor vote. We were told, “We can’t make your amendments in order because they would pass.” No joke! They would pass the House, but because the Senate and the White House didn’t want them, they were not made in order. The establishment didn’t want them, so sorry, no go. This didn’t sit well with HFC members and it certainly didn’t sit well with one member in particular: Curt Clawson.


    Curt Clawson came to Congress in a special election in the summer of 2014. The first real conversation I had with him was during a Republican conference meeting a few months later. This was one of many meetings we’d had prior to a scheduled vote on a big spending bill. The bill under consideration wasn’t a good bill at all, but the Speaker had just given his speech on why we had to vote for it. Sure, it funded Obamacare, funded Planned Parenthood, and spent too much money, but the Speaker insisted we had to vote for it because it was the best we could do. It was the only thing we could get the White House and Senate to support, and we had to save those big fights for another day.


    Boehner closed with the line that it was time to “put our big boy pants on” and support him. That last line, “put your big boy pants on,” really bothered us, but it especially bothered Clawson.


    When Republicans hold the majority, our conference meets in the basement of the Capitol building in room HC–5 on the first morning of each week that we are in session. The meeting starts at 9 a.m. Just like on the House floor, most HFC members sit in the same area for the weekly meeting—near the back and on the right side of the room. That’s where I was sitting, listening to Boehner’s remarks. Right after his “big boy pants” statement, I noticed a guy starting to pace back and forth behind me. I turned and saw who it was: Clawson. As he paced, he was shaking his head and talking to himself. He had this determined, angry look on his face. You could almost see smoke coming out of his ears. As I watched him for a few seconds, I started thinking, He’s gonna lose it.


    Now, Curt Clawson is not your average guy. He was a successful CEO in the auto supply industry. He has an undergraduate degree from Purdue and an MBA from Harvard. Maybe most importantly, he played for legendary basketball coach Gene Keady and was team captain his senior year when Purdue won the Big Ten Championship. Telling him to “put on his big boy pants” was not a good idea!


    I got up and headed straight for Clawson. So did Labrador. We started pacing with him. As we walked, we told him, “Look, they always say this kind of thing on these types of bills. Don’t let it bother you. It’s all part of their intimidation game. And we can clearly see they aren’t going to intimidate you. Let’s start working together and working harder to change this place.” Curt calmed down, but he never stopped fighting for his constituents. When he went before the Rules Committee to present his amendment, he knocked it out of the park. Unfortunately, the Rules Committee voted him down, and his amendment was not allowed to be offered during the floor debate on TPA.


    I wish Curt Clawson was still in Congress. He was one of the original members of the HFC and truly one of a kind. In 2016, however, he chose not to seek re-election. He moved back to Florida to help his aging father, and we all miss him.


    We also miss the guy who filed our second amendment. Mick Mulvaney is a big personality. He loves debate, and he’s never shy about speaking up. He was an outstanding member of Congress and went on to work for President Trump. Mick was also an original, founding member of HFC and the one who drafted our bylaws. His amendment would have given all of Congress, not just the Ways and Means Committee, input into the TPA process. It was also stopped by the House Rules Committee. Two good amendments were not even permitted to be considered by the full House.


    It was now time to take the next strategic step: going after the rule.


    The rules of Congress get confusing, but here is the easiest way to understand them all. Almost every significant piece of legislation that goes through the House has a rule associated with it. The rule establishes the parameters for debate on the legislation, including how much time for debate; which committee or committees will control the time on the floor, how much time each side is allotted; and how many amendments, if any, are permitted for consideration. TPA sets the procedures for dealing with the trade agreement TPP. But because TPA was a piece of legislation, there was also a rule associated with it.
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