
[image: Cover: Hoax, by Brian Stelter]

    
        Instant New York Times Bestseller

“A thorough and damning exploration of the incestuous relationship between Trump and his favorite channel.” —The New York Times

Hoax

            Donald Trump, Fox News, and the Dangerous Distortion of Truth

        Anchor’s of CNN’s Reliable Sources

Brian Stelter






Praise for HOAX



“A thorough and damning exploration of the incestuous relationship between Trump and his favorite channel.”

—The New York Times

“Stelter’s critique goes beyond salacious tidbits about extramarital affairs (though there are plenty of those) to expose a collusion that threatens the pillars of our democracy.”

—The Washington Post

“A Rosetta Stone for stuff about this presidency that doesn’t otherwise make sense to normal humans.”

—Rachel Maddow, author of #1 New York Times bestseller Blowout and host of MSNBC’s The Rachel Maddow Show

“Stelter’s account gives a sense that… there’s no one really in control—that Hannity, Carlson, Ingraham and the Fox & Friends morning team can essentially do what they want.”

—Associated Press

“[Stelter] chronicles the symbiotic relationship between [Trump] and Rupert Murdoch’s most famous product.… Hoax is amply documented.”

—The Guardian

“A deep, dispiriting dive into the nefarious intersection of politics, conspiracy, lies, and money as served up by Donald Trump and Fox News.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Hoax, by Brian Stelter, One Signal Publishers]






For Sunny and Story






It will go away. Just stay calm. It will go away.

—DONALD TRUMP, MARCH 10, 2020

In serious situations, truth matters.

—SEAN HANNITY, MARCH 11, 2020








PROLOGUE

On Wednesday, January 6, 2021, when thousands of President Trump’s deluded supporters stormed the U.S. Capitol, House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy sheltered in place with his security detail and racked his brain about what to do. McCarthy had promoted Trump’s anti-democratic crusade to stay in power despite losing to Joe Biden. But now everything was at risk—the lives of his fellow lawmakers, the future of his party, the entire American experiment. Medieval battle scenes were playing out in the people’s house. The police were overwhelmed. McCarthy needed Trump to call off the mob.

So he placed a call to the most influential body in the president’s life: the Fox News Channel.

“People are getting hurt,” McCarthy told anchorman Bill Hemmer. “Anyone involved in this, if you’re hearing me, hear me very loud and clear: This is not the American way. This is not protected by the First Amendment. This must stop now.”

The live shots on Fox were mostly from a distance, showing people waving flags and hanging out on the Capitol steps, more like a concert than a coup attempt. Viewers couldn’t see the armed standoff at the doors to the House floor, or the marauders who were roaming the hallowed halls of the Senate. Like a mad scientist suddenly fearful of the monster he’d helped create, McCarthy tried to explain that the armed occupation was so much worse than it looked on live TV.

“I watched barriers being broken. I watched people breaking windows,” he told Hemmer. “I watched people running into a building.” He said the violence was un-American.

McCarthy hoped the president was watching. And he had every reason to believe he was, because the president was almost always watching. Fox was Trump’s viewfinder—his primary way of seeing the world around him. He took directions from Fox. And the network’s anchors took full advantage of this power.

Hemmer asked: “Would you personally reach out to the president for more support?”

“I’ve already talked to the president,” McCarthy said. “I called him. I think we need to make a statement, make sure that we can calm individuals down.”

McCarthy was alluding to the problem: His initial phone call to the president, around 2:30 p.m. Eastern, had been a failure. The president seemed intoxicated by the live pictures of the attack. He only half-listened to McCarthy’s plea for help. At 2:38, Trump posted a generic tweet, telling his fans to “stay peaceful,” even though the peace had been shattered more than an hour earlier. McCarthy needed more from Trump—a much more forceful message to stop the insurrection. Shortly after 2:50, he heard an officer say “shots fired” over the police radio. Then he heard that the crowd was swelling outside. Since appealing to Trump directly didn’t work, McCarthy had gone the Fox route.

Hemmer was anchoring that day from Atlanta, where millions of Georgians had just voted in the runoff elections that tipped control of the Senate to the Democrats. Years of history were being made in mere hours. Hemmer’s view of the insurrection at the DC Capitol was limited—he only knew what he saw on the TV monitor in front of him—but he could hear the alarm in McCarthy’s voice. From 3:06 until 3:12 p.m., Hemmer kept bringing the conversation back around to Trump, gingerly of course, since virtually the entire Fox audience loved the president and hated hearing criticism of him. But criticism was necessary in this moment: The Capitol was being ransacked by domestic terrorists, and the president was just sitting back and watching TV. “His initial reaction was not horror, which was almost everybody else’s reaction,” Maggie Haberman of The New York Times reported. “His initial reaction was to watch the show.”

Hemmer asked McCarthy if Trump needed to say and do more, and then the anchorman made a very off-brand quip about “the law-and-order president,” shortly before McCarthy’s cell phone signal faded out. One minute after the interview ended, at 3:13, Trump tweeted a more effective condemnation of the attack, and even echoed Hemmer’s words: “I am asking for everyone at the U.S. Capitol to remain peaceful. No violence! Remember, WE are the Party of Law & Order.”

Once more, Fox News had steered the president back on script.

But without Fox, there never would have been a President Trump, nor would his war on truth have been so scarily effective, nor would his Big Lie about the election have poisoned the minds of so many people.

McCarthy personified how both the GOP and its media organs had been radicalized by the Trump years. Two months before the riot, he had wormed his way into a closet-size television studio and slid a microphone onto his lapel. The election was over and the vote was decisive: Biden was the winner. But the vote count was still underway in Georgia and several other key states, so none of the major networks were ready to project Biden quite yet. Trump and his TV cheerleaders were determined to fill the info vacuum with fraudulent claims about voter fraud. And McCarthy was there to help. He pitched Fox’s Laura Ingraham a conspiracy theory: “Why is it that in these major states, that the big cities stop counting till all the rural votes come in, so they know how many more they need?” He prattled on, finally delivering the most memorable sound bite: “President Trump won this election, so everyone who’s listening, do not be quiet,” he said. “Do not be silent about this. We cannot allow this to happen before our very eyes. We need to unite together.”

Ingraham was visibly pleased. “Congressman, thank you so much for being out there and being vocal,” she said. “I hope we see others.”

Sure enough, other lawmakers followed his and Trump’s lead. “Trump was probably watching the interview, and seeing this likely encouraged him to keep up his efforts to slander our democracy,” MSNBC’s Steve Benen pointed out the next morning. “For another, McCarthy is the leader of roughly two hundred House Republicans, each of whom just received a signal to question the legitimacy of the 2020 presidential election and its outcome.”



Back at the Capitol, at a quarter past three in the afternoon on January 6, McCarthy reestablished his cell phone connection, and he called in to the CBS and ABC broadcast networks. Every major network was running special live coverage of the Capitol siege. In the TV business, this is known as “rolling” coverage—no commercial breaks, no clear plan, just rolling with the news event and seeing what happens next.

In an earlier era, the House minority leader would have prioritized the broadcast networks, believing they had the biggest audience. But by 2021 everyone in politics knew that cable, not broadcast, was paramount. Plus, everyone knew that Trump was glued to Fox. So it’s no wonder why McCarthy called there first.

He was far from the only Dr. Frankenstein feeling threatened by his monster on January 6. At 3:39 p.m. Fox correspondent Griff Jenkins was walking along Pennsylvania Avenue when a band of Trump diehards turned on him. “Liar!” one man chanted. “Fake news? Yeah, fake news,” another exclaimed, right into the microphone. Jenkins sounded surprised by the heckling—Trump fans usually targeted CNN and NBC, not Fox! But Biden’s victory was the beginning of an unprecedented backlash against Fox. A portion of the political base shared by Fox and Trump had been radicalized, over a period of years, and the result was a bloodstained riot. There were Confederate flags, nooses, and actual pitchforks. There were pipe bombs at the Democratic and Republican Party offices. There were gruesome acts of violence against police officers committed by men who had claimed, in their previous lives, to “back the blue.” Rioters dragged officers down flights of stairs, beat them with American flags, and stole tactical gear. Others in the mob were trampled and assaulted. America’s government was under attack from the inside.

And it was hard to imagine that any of this could have happened without Rupert Murdoch’s propaganda machine of a network. Fox News was a radicalization engine. And some employees knew it. They felt it in their bones. When I was trying to fall asleep early in the morning of January 7, trying to forget the terror of the long day, my phone lit up with a text from a guilt-stricken Fox News veteran. The four words were like something out of a nightmare:

“What have we done?”

“Fox News brain”

Fox News enabled Donald Trump in ways that changed the country forever. Trump was afflicted by “Fox News brain,” a diagnosis that was ID’d by a White House aide. It was fun for a while, at least for Fox stars like Sean Hannity, to treat the most powerful man in the world like a marionette. But in 2020 and 2021 the Trump-Fox feedback loop had life-and-death consequences. And there has to be a reckoning.

Trump’s vow to end “American carnage,” which was rooted in the fearmongering that Fox aired during Barack Obama’s eight years in office, ended in actual carnage at the Capitol. America came shockingly close to a massacre of congressional leaders. It was a riot of lies, led by people who internalized right-wing media’s 24/7 talk of “taking our country back” and actually tried to do it. One of the men arrested in connection with the assault at the Capitol was a frequent Fox News guest.

The riot was certainly not the first time that televised lies had provoked physical pain. Precisely one year earlier, in January 2020, the president’s Fox obsession combined with the network’s obsequiousness did real damage when the world learned of the novel coronavirus. While the virus was silently spreading across the United States, some of Fox’s biggest stars denied and downplayed the threat it posed; Trump echoed them; and they echoed back. “The thing that’s going to end this is the warmer weather,” Fox jester Greg Gutfeld said on February 24, 2020. “Thank God for global warming,” cohost Jesse Watters wisecracked. “It’s going to disappear,” Trump said on February 27. “One day—it’s like a miracle—it will disappear.”

By the fourth and final year of Trump’s presidency, most Americans knew that he was untrustworthy, but the Fox base still trusted him. They also trusted Hannity, who dismissed “coronavirus hysteria,” and Ingraham, who called Democrats the “panDEMic party,” and Watters, who said, “I’m not afraid of the coronavirus and no one else should be that afraid either.” Fox’s longest-tenured medical analyst, Dr. Marc Siegel, told Hannity on March 6, “at worst, at worst, worst case scenario, it could be the flu.”

This was shockingly irresponsible stuff—and Fox executives knew it, because by the beginning of March, they were taking precautions that belied Siegel’s just-the-flu statement. The network canceled a big event for hundreds of advertisers, instituted deep cleanings of the office, and began to put a work-from-home plan in place. Yet Fox’s stars kept sending mixed messages to millions of viewers. This went on and on until March 13, when Fox & Friends cohost Ainsley Earhardt claimed it’s “actually the safest time to fly” and guest Jerry Falwell Jr. said people were “overreacting” to the virus. Fox News CEO Suzanne Scott finally asserted herself and hauled the show’s producers into her office. No more denialism, she said. But she was two or three weeks too late, just like Trump was. The virus had been unleashed.

There were dozens of reasons why the United States lagged so far behind other countries in preparations for the pandemic. Some were cultural, some were economic, some were political. But one of the undeniable reasons was televisual. Fox failed its viewers—including the commander in chief—at key moments during the pandemic. Four out of five Fox viewers were over the age of fifty-five, in the demographic most at risk. Plus, the network was favored by men, with 54 percent male viewership, and Covid-19 was much deadlier among men. As ICU admissions surged and the death toll rose, Fox’s most vociferous critics said the network had blood on its hands.

No one will ever be able to say, with absolute certainty, how many Fox News devotees died from the virus. And it is impossible to know how much an individual’s choices are influenced by the TV hosts they trust. But just as doctors are taught to do no harm, journalists are trained to “minimize harm,” in the words of the Society of Professional Journalists’ ethical code. Some Fox staffers privately admitted that the don’t-worry tone of the talking heads was harmful. They used words like “dangerous,” “unforgivable,” and “hazardous to our viewers” to describe the network’s early coverage of the pandemic.

Fox’s conduct had spillover effects because of the network’s influence in the Trump White House and throughout the federal government. It is impossible to know how many Americans who died as a result of Covid-19 would have survived if the government had acted more swiftly in February and March. But it is obvious that Fox’s fingerprints were all over the government’s response. As the months stretched on, Fox booked guests who minimized the death toll and mocked mask-wearing. The tone was set early, from the top, when Trump rallied the ideologically faithful in South Carolina on February 28. “The Democrats are politicizing the coronavirus. You know that, right? Coronavirus. They’re politicizing it,” he said. He likened the Democrats’ conduct to “the impeachment hoax” and said, “this is their new hoax.”



It was his new favorite word, on the trail and on Twitter: HOAX. He used it almost every day, and so did his friends. Hannity used the same frame as Trump on March 9, when he bashed Democrats and members of the media for exaggerating the threat of the virus. “They’re scaring the living hell out of people and I see it again as like, ‘Oh, let’s bludgeon Trump with this new hoax,’ ” he said.

The word “hoax” was one of Trumpworld’s weapons. “Hoax is a potent word, in being an angry and mean one,” linguist John McWhorter told me. “It’s the quintessence of Trumpian self-expression.”

Before running for president, Trump used the word to dismiss global warming. It is “a total, and very expensive, hoax!” he tweeted in 2013. He continued to shout about “global warming hoaxsters” in 2014, then dropped it for a while. “Fake news” became his mantra after the 2016 election. When its effects started to wear off, he shifted to hoax.

“Hoax” carries something that “fake” doesn’t, McWhorter said: “Hoax carries an air of accusation, of transgression. The hoaxer is being accused of deliberately hoodwinking the public, of being a Barnum. FAKE is more flexible—the news could end up ‘fake’ on the basis of assorted factors, such as blinkered ideology, mission creep, there being multiple perspectives, etc. But to say HOAX clears away all of that nuance and just calls people out as malevolent.”

It was a logical leap for a pathological president who indulged illogical conspiracy theories and led a war on truth.

Trump mostly employed the word in connection with impeachment and Russia. He used it just once in the context of the pandemic, but it was still unconscionable. Amanda Carpenter, the Ted Cruz communications director turned CNN commentator who wrote a book about Trump’s make-you-question-your-reality techniques, known as gaslighting, said she thought the “nonsense about calling it a ‘hoax’ initially but then saying he was only referring to the Democrats’ ‘overreaction’ was really strong gaslighting. He clearly wanted the idea of a ‘hoax’ associated with the virus.” And it wasn’t just Trump, Carpenter said; it was parrots like Hannity too: “They were downplaying the threat and acting like anyone who was worried about it wasn’t sincere and this was all a scam to get Trump. That’s something that stuck and did tremendous damage.”

By autumn, when the Covid-19 death toll surpassed two hundred thousand souls, Fox executives were candid with me: Their audience did not want to hear about the coronavirus anymore. Period. End of story. But the audience needed to hear it, because the story was growing and getting worse as Americans headed indoors for the winter months. Trump, the Fox viewer in chief, personified the network’s disregard for the crisis. Everything about his demeanor, even his body language, screamed, I’m over it. When he came down with the virus himself, he became severely ill and his team hid that fact from the public; then they tried to turn his hospital stay into a triumphant superhero tale, complete with a dramatic flight home to the White House at sunset. There, he went back to ignoring Covid-19.

All Trump wanted was to stay in office, even though he showed pathetically little interest in doing the job. At nearly every campaign rally, he threw around the word “hoax” and planted seeds of doubt in the minds of his voters and viewers. On October 25 in Manchester, New Hampshire, he ranted about mail-in balloting and said “The Democrats know it’s a hoax, and they know—and it’s going to cause problems.” On October 26 in Lititz, Pennsylvania, he said, “You don’t want the ballot hoax, because wait and you’ll see, they’ll have so many problems.” On October 27 in Omaha, Nebraska, he denounced “the whole ballot hoax” and said “there’s so many bad things happening.” The lies were as egregious as they were voluminous: “You know, they throw away ballots if it has the name Trump on it, boom.” And the conspiracy theories were as sweeping as they were stupefying: “It’s a big tech hoax,” he said, claiming that social media platforms forced negative news about Trump to “trend.”

Every lie about the integrity of the election was a deposit. And on November 3 he started to make withdrawals. He tried out new slogans: “Mail-in ballot hoax,” “Rigged election hoax.” Eventually he just started to call it the “Election Hoax” and expected his fans to know exactly what he was talking about. Most of them did. This is really what it meant to have “Fox News brain.” First the network’s shows obsessed over so-called “irregularities” and fears of voter fraud. Then, once the lies and distortions had sunk in, the shows obsessed over the polls that revealed how many GOP voters fell for the lies. I felt like I was watching the TV upside-down. Nothing made sense anymore.

Trump despised the news anchors on Fox News. They had a tendency to be “nasty,” he told aides, and some of them belonged on CNN or MSNBC, not on the network he promoted to his tens of millions of followers. So he avoided the newscasts and relied on propagandists like Hannity and Maria Bartiromo to tell him what he wanted to hear. He depended on them to keep the walls of his alternative reality intact. And they abused their access to him.

On November 27, Fox announced that Trump’s first TV interview since losing the election would be a phone call to Bartiromo on her show Sunday Morning Futures. Of course, Fox didn’t bill it as his first interview “since losing.” Bartiromo was on his side and wanted him to prove his case. But first she wanted to say her piece, so she kept Trump waiting while she read a mind-numbing introduction and interviewed a senator about “radical” Democrats.

The power imbalance was something to behold: The president had the joint chiefs and the cabinet and any number of world leaders at his beck and call, but when it came time for an interview on Fox News, he was just another caller who needed to be patched into the control room switchboard.

When Bartiromo finally welcomed Trump to the show, he basically read his Twitter feed out loud. He threw in a couple “hoax” references for good measure. “This election was a fraud,” he said. “It was a rigged election.” Bartiromo’s response showed that she agreed: “This is disgusting,” she said. “And we cannot allow America’s election to be corrupted.”

The election was over, everywhere except in this radicalized prison of propaganda, where it would never be over. Bartiromo thought she was doing Trump a service; she was so proud that she had been able to book the president, so proud to provide a platform for his claims. But she was really doing Trump a grave disservice. She was exposing just how delusional he was. Time and time again, the Fox stars who ostensibly wanted to help Trump actually hurt him.

I wasn’t alone in noticing that the same people who doubted the lethality of the pandemic were now disputing the results of the election too. It made for a particularly pernicious combination of denialism, something that one of Fox’s liberal commentators, Marie Harf, identified early on. Republicans were pushing two stories, she said on the talk show Outnumbered on November 20: They were rejecting Covid-19 safety measures and they were “pushing to reject the election results.”

“Both are broader trends that are really disturbing,” she said. “Both are a rejection of math, of expertise, of science, and both are really dangerous to the American people and to our democracy.”

Harf was right. The GOP’s state of denial was all-consuming. Fox management claimed that they didn’t mind someone like Harf saying so; they wanted to be able to say that the network was home to all points of view. But they also knew that the Fox base hated hearing progressives’ provocations. And they knew that Harf’s truth-telling at lunchtime was seen by a fraction of the audience that Hannity had at night. Prime time had the real power. And management had no control over prime time.

“Batshit crazy”

Until 2020, Sean Hannity was the most powerful person at Fox in the Trump age. When people asked him who was in charge of the channel, he said, “Me.” And most people at the channel agreed with him.

There was a power shift during the pandemic, however, as Tucker Carlson emerged as the highest-rated host on Fox. His 8 p.m. show topped Hannity’s 9 p.m. show most days of the week. Carlson spoke “MAGA” even more fluently than Hannity and exemplified Fox’s increasingly extremist bent. Every hour of Tucker Carlson Tonight said the same thing: that the corrupt elites in both parties deserved to be overthrown. I always thought it sounded a little odd coming from Tucker Swanson McNear Carlson, whose bow tie was one of his defining attributes even for years after he stopped wearing one, and whose personal wealth was a testament to TV excess. But odd or not, he formed incredibly strong bonds with millions of conservatives who resented the cultural diversification of America. He was willing to sit behind a camera and say, with faux courage, “How, precisely, is diversity our strength?” And his super-fans were able to spend all day behind a computer screen sharing his screeds.

By the beginning of 2021, Fox was running “TUCKER ON TOP” ad spots that promoted his No. 1 status in the ratings, with the subtext being that he was bigger than Hannity. Carlson believed that his ratings would be even higher, were it not for the weak 7 p.m. show before his, The Story with Martha MacCallum.

Television hosts are prone to spend way too much time thinking about their “lead-in,” an insider term for the show that airs right beforehand. Sane TV stars recognize that they are just runners in a relay race, grabbing the baton from their lead-in and handing it off to the next host. But television is not an industry that nurtures or rewards sanity. Plus, her handoff really was disappointing by Fox’s high-rated standards. If, let’s say, MacCallum ended her hour with 2 million viewers, and Carlson was such a ratings magnet that he ended his hour with 3.5 million, then imagine how much more popular he could be if his lead-in was 3 million plus!

This lead-in tension became an overflowing fount of gossip in and around Fox. “Tucker is jealous of the later hours,” one source said. He got his wish a few days before Biden’s inauguration, when Fox demoted MacCallum to 3 in the afternoon and launched a new bomb-throwing opinion hour at 7 in the evening. What was polarizing for the public—additional hours of right-wing barking—was more profitable for the company and more pleasurable for Carlson. It was a win-win, except America lost.

Carlson and Hannity were the twin poles that defined Fox in the Trump era. Both men could do practically whatever they wanted, and from wherever. Carlson sometimes hosted his hour from the middle of a forest in Maine, where he had a summer home on an island in the middle of Bryant Pond, ninety minutes north of Portland. He took a boat from “Carlson Island” to the mainland to host Tucker Carlson Tonight, where he decried so-called “elites” who wall themselves off from the rest of the world. Instead of a wall, he had a moat.

The rest of the year, he used a studio near his beach retreat on a barrier island on Florida’s Gulf Coast. He told friends that TV life took a tremendous toll on his family—death threats, invasions of privacy, all the rest. The threats were despicable. But people looking at Carlson from the outside in thought he was living a dream come true. His pulpit was so powerful that he didn’t even need Trump. And he was working from home before the pandemic made it the norm.

Hannity also worked from home most days, thirty-eight long miles from Manhattan, in a $10.5 million mansion on the North Shore of Long Island. He loved it out there. There was only one way in and one way out of his village, and a police station that kept track of every car that drove by. Billy Joel lived half a mile down the road. Hannity was close to his favorite fishing spots and the airstrip where he kept his private jet. He had a pool and a boat dock in the backyard, and a tennis court nestled in the woods nearby. One of his favorite toys? His helicopter.

Unlike Carlson, who started out as a fact-checker and writer, Hannity originally wanted to be a radio star. In the early nineties Hannity was a Rush-Limbaugh-in-training—a right-wing radio host who hoped to be a tenth as rich as Rush someday. A Long Island native with a blue-collar New York accent, he learned the medium at UC Santa Barbara, where he landed a weekly show on the campus radio station. If you scour the university’s website now, you’ll find no mention of this famous ex-student, one of the most influential men to ever walk the quad. That’s because he never graduated from Santa Barbara, or any other college. In 1989 his radio show was halted when he made anti-gay remarks and claimed “the media” was covering up the truth about AIDS. When this controversy resurfaced in 2017, he expressed regret for “ignorant” remarks in the past. But at the time he used the episode as a launchpad. Hannity billed himself as “the most talked-about college radio host in America” and scored a hosting gig at a right-wing station in Huntsville, Alabama. That’s where he met his wife, Jill. After two years he moved to a bigger market, Atlanta, where he shouted into a mic about Bill Clinton every day and snagged the ear of the second most important person in his life: Roger Ailes. Fox News was in need of a young Limbaugh. Ailes shipped him up to New York for a tryout. “He saw something that I didn’t even think I knew I had,” Hannity told me in a 2011 interview.

Hannity’s Long Island mansion and his oceanfront Naples, Florida, penthouse were two über-expensive symbols of how Ailes changed his life. Hannity was a living connection to Fox’s past—the only prime time host at Fox News who was there on launch day and was still there nearly twenty-five years later. His tenure and ratings gave him tremendous power. He could get almost anything he wanted. In a mid-2010s contract negotiation, he won the right to work from home: Fox installed a state-of-the-art studio so that he could helm his nightly TV show from his mansion, the same way he already did his afternoon radio show. Radio kept him tethered to Republican voters—and TV kept him tethered to Trump. But that wasn’t a good thing.

Hannity’s friends told me that he was burnt out for long stretches of the Trump presidency. Being the president’s “shadow” chief of staff, as he was known around the White House, could be a thrill, but it was also a serious burden. He counseled Trump at all hours of the day: One of Hannity’s confidants said the president treated him like Melania, like a wife in a sexless marriage. Arguably he treated Hannity better than he did the first lady. Hannity’s producers marveled at his influence and access. “It’s a powerful thing to be someone’s consigliere,” one producer said. “I hear Trump talk at rallies, and I hear Sean,” a family friend commented.

Hannity chose this life, so no one felt sorry for him, but the stress took its toll. “Hannity would tell you, off off off the record, that Trump is a batshit crazy person,” one of his associates said in 2019. Another colleague concurred in 2020: “Hannity has said to me, more than once, ‘he’s crazy.’ ”

But Hannity’s commitment to GOP priorities and commitment to his own business model meant that he could never say so publicly. And if one of his friends went on the record and quoted Hannity questioning Trump’s mental fitness, Hannity would end that friendship.

Early on in the Trump age, Hannity gained weight and vaped incessantly, both of which some members of his inner circle blamed on Trump-related pressure. “If you were hearing what I’m hearing, you’d be vaping too,” Hannity commented to a colleague. He was very sensitive to trolls’ comments about the added pounds, especially from his chest up, since that’s all viewers saw of him most nights, when he was live from his palace. (For the record, I can relate to stress eating.)

Hannity’s calls with POTUS were a never-ending stream of grievance and gossip. Trump was a run-on sentence, so prone to rambling that “I barely get a word in,” Hannity told one of his allies. He sometimes spoke with the president before the show and again afterward, usually in the 10 p.m. hour, when Trump would rate his guests and recommend talking points and themes for the following day. Trump wanted more of Gregg Jarrett, more of Dan Bongino, more of Newt Gingrich—in other words, the toadiest toads. The president legitimately deserved a producer credit on Hannity’s show.

Hannity also stayed in constant touch with Trump’s son Don Jr., son-in-law Jared Kushner, Trump 2020 campaign manager Bill Stepien, and Republican Party chair Ronna McDaniel. According to The Washington Post, Hannity sent suggestions to the campaign apparatus and fretted about strategy.

But the talk show host swore that no one knew the truth about his relationship with Trump and sneered at reporters, such as yours truly, who described his essential role. He certainly didn’t disclose his role in Trumpworld the way a media ethicist would recommend.

Once in a while, I noticed, the curtain slipped, and his own colleagues pointed out the extraordinary position he held. As the coronavirus crisis deepened in March 2020, Geraldo Rivera said to Hannity on the air, “I want you to tell the president, when you talk to him tonight, that Geraldo said ‘Mr. President, for the good of the nation, stop shaking hands.’ It’s a bad example. We don’t need it.”

Geraldo was right. But Trump didn’t want to hear it. And Hannity didn’t make a point of emphasizing it. Instead, he used his perch to defend Trump’s mismanagement of the pandemic and every other failure of the Trump presidency. And in this way, I concluded, Hannity helped doom Trump’s reelection chances.

Trump called Fox “my network,” but the network led him astray by feeding his ego with fantasies and fictions. The prime time shows were the worst offenders: Trump programmed Hannity’s show and Hannity produced Trump’s presidency. Hannity fed misinformation to Trump and Trump fed it right back to Hannity. Both men thought they were benefiting, but they both suffered.

The calls and counseling continued right up until Election Day—when the relationship between the two men began to break down. Hannity, according to one source, was “disgusted” by some of Trump’s election denialism. I was skeptical of this claim, however, since Hannity devoted so much time to the Big Lie throughout the month of November and well into December. At least Carlson was wise enough to focus on other Fox-friendly subjects. Hannity kept inviting Kayleigh McEnany to hold up packets of paper and swear that the legal path to a second term was right around the corner, even though Trump’s suits were laughed out of court left and right. McEnany and other Hannity guests filled the Fox audience with false hope night after night and never, ever delivered. The excuse I heard internally was that Hannity was a people-pleaser. If last night’s ratings indicated that the viewers wanted to hear about voter fraud fantasies, then, by golly, give them more fraud. An hour full of fraud. Hannity was never going to risk alienating the audience. “Sean knows the audience better than anyone,” a coworker said. So if Hannity really was “disgusted” by Trump’s unreality toward the end of 2020, well, he was bathed in the very same disgusting stench.

Inside Fox, even though staffers rarely saw him, Hannity had a reputation as a nice, generous guy. He paid bonuses to his staff out of his own deep pockets. He ordered meals and care packages to the homes of colleagues who’d lost loved ones. He even offered to hire a private investigator when an acquaintance died in a mysterious car crash. When the network descended on New Hampshire for primary election coverage, Hannity footed the bill for the open bar. A member of Hannity’s production crew, a Democrat, quipped to me, “I want to fucking hate him so bad. But he’s so nice to me.”

So that was Hannity: a warrior on the air, a pacifist off the air.

Carlson was more persnickety, more demanding of his staff, more protective of his privacy. But by mid-2020 everyone could tell that he was ascendant. Hannity’s show was stale on its best night. Carlson’s show was piping hot. The old 8 p.m. host Bill O’Reilly asked, “Who’s looking out for you?” while Carlson claimed to know the answer: “No one’s looking out for you.” Executives at Fox felt like Carlson had taken the O’Reilly mantle, so to speak, and they were much more interested in his ratings than his rhetoric. One manager paid him the highest compliment in Fox-speak by saying “Tucker is never, ever, ever predictable.” I disagreed, arguing that Carlson quite predictably steered clear of Trump controversies, and fronted the American whitelash instead, but the point held.

“Profit machine”

Carlson and Hannity were the public faces of the brand, but credit and blame for Fox News began several income brackets higher, with Rupert and Lachlan Murdoch.

Rupert, or KRM as he’s known around the company (his given first name is Keith), was the octogenarian patriarch. Lachlan was the favorite son and CEO of Fox Corp, which had a market cap of $22 billion at the beginning of 2021. The sprawling Fox News operation was like the family’s ATM. Before the pandemic upended everything, the network was on a path to $2 billion in profits, according to sources I interviewed.

Now let me tell you something: You probably chip in for Fox News, even if you despise it. Fox’s foundation is a fantastic combination of advertising revenue and subscriber fees. Almost every cable and satellite subscriber in the country pays two bucks each month for Fox News and Fox Business. No cable operator has ever seriously flirted with dropping Fox to save money because, among other reasons, they believe the right-wing backlash would cripple their business. In the fiscal year that ended in June 2020, Rupert banked $34 million from Fox. Lachlan made $29 million. Father and son ran broadcast and local TV divisions and invested in new streaming ventures, but their cash flow largely came from Fox News. The news channel’s success kept the private planes fueled up. It kept the hedges trimmed at Lachlan’s newly acquired $150 million Bel-Air mansion.

Some of Trump’s most powerful confidants, or, as I call them, wingmen, made even more than the execs. Hannity cleared $30 million a year from Fox—on top of the money he made for his daily radio show. Bret Baier made $12 million a year. Laura Ingraham, who hadn’t been there as long, netted closer to $10 million. Some of Fox’s most popular talking heads made more than half a million each. They were called contributors and they were paid to be reliable (to say yes when bookers call) and monogamous (to say no to every other network). Many hosts and contributors leveraged their Fox platforms for book contracts and speaking tours that could pay millions.

With an endless stream of cash came endless ways to keep the wingmen happy. But the money also came with constraints. Fox staffers lived in constant fear of alienating the audience. Producers knew that the “base” couldn’t stand to see bad Trump news in the banner and couldn’t bear to hear too many liberals speak for too long. That may be the single most important thing to understand about Fox: Everyone there was profoundly afraid of losing the audience and the resulting piles of cash.

“They’re making too much money to change,” said one veteran producer who resigned in disgust.

“Fox News is not a ‘news network.’ Don’t think of it as a network at all,” said a veteran host. “It’s a profit machine.”

Sometimes money was a silencer. During the first Trump impeachment, Fox’s senior judicial analyst Judge Andrew Napolitano said Trump had confessed to criminal behavior and should be impeached. This was the “wrong” opinion at Fox, and he was punished by not being booked on shows. Napolitano complained and the execs blew him off. “He should go home and count his money,” one manager said to me snidely. Shut up, and take your check.

Sometimes the money was a balm. In 2013 Ailes agreed to pay Shep Smith around $15 million a year in part to appease Smith because he was demoted to make room for Megyn Kelly. “They bought people off, it’s as simple as that,” the head of a rival network said.

But money didn’t solve every problem. After Ailes was ousted and Trump was elected, Lachlan Murdoch was willing to pay upward of $25 million each year for four years to keep Kelly. She left money on the table—about $30 million—by fleeing to NBC for a three-year, $23 million-a-year deal. And when Shep hit his breaking point, he walked away from his contract with a year and a half still to go, apparently giving up more than $15 million. He joined CNBC one year later in a much less visible role. Both anchors challenged the prevailing Fox belief that money cures all.

One member of the Murdoch family also hit a breaking point. Lachlan’s brother, James, just fifteen months apart in age, was a world apart in his political views. In the Trump age, his disgust with Fox News was a big factor in his departure from the family business. Trump split up families—even billionaire families. One week after the January 6 attack on Capitol Hill, James and his wife Kathryn issued a statement that excoriated the family name without technically saying so. “Spreading disinformation—whether about the election, public health, or climate change—has real-world consequences,” the outcast couple said. “Many media property owners have as much responsibility for this as the elected officials who know the truth but choose instead to propagate lies. We hope the awful scenes we have all been seeing will finally convince those enablers to repudiate the toxic politics they have promoted once and forever.”

Disinformation. Lies. Toxic politics. James was trashing his father’s contributions to society. He had a long-term vision for how to intercede, but in the Trump years Rupert and Lachlan were in charge, and they were responsible for an unprecedented entanglement between a network and a narcissistic president.

Never before had a TV network effectively produced the president’s intelligence briefing and staffed the federal bureaucracy. Never before had a president promoted a single TV channel, asked the hosts for advice behind closed doors, and demanded that they be fired when they stepped out of line. Until 2017, we would have dismissed this as a way-too-farcical drama: a dysfunctional White House, a delusional president, and a drama-filled network that misinformed him from morning through night.

“It’s hard to think of a similarly close relationship between a president and a single outlet,” historian Jon Meacham told me in the first weeks of the Trump presidency. “Politicians have always had favored reporters to whom they leaked, but I really think you would have to go all the way back to the overtly partisan press of the nineteenth century to find a parallel.”

Hannity and Carlson were two members of a crazy, jam-packed cable news cabinet. While Hannity deserved credit for getting longtime Fox News commentator John Bolton hired as national security advisor, Carlson got the credit when Bolton eventually fell out of favor with Trump. The sacking of Jeff Sessions? Jeanine Pirro was in Trump’s ear for that one. The resignation of Kirstjen Nielsen? Lou Dobbs was central in it. Pat Cipollone leading the president’s legal team? Laura Ingraham was instrumental.

The network gave the Trump administration a huge boost, but also created enormous tension within the White House. Trump’s obsession with the opinion shows caused chaos when he latched on to impossible and downright illegal policy ideas. Aides begrudged the fact that Hannity was oftentimes more powerful than they were. But they watched Fox too, because they needed to know what the boss was hearing and what mood he was going to be in. They tried to get certain officials booked on certain shows with the knowledge that Trump was easily manipulated by what he saw on the air.

During the Trump presidency, I felt that the average news consumer did not understand just how wedded Fox and Trump were. The average voter didn’t know just how many of Trump’s actions and inactions were dictated by the network. Frankly the average political journalist didn’t watch Fox often enough to really get it either. I frequently read stories by White House correspondents that described unvetted White House hires and unhinged policy decisions and unglued tweets but left out the cause: Fox’s influence.

The only outlet that dedicated itself to keeping track was Media Matters for America, a progressive group founded by David Brock to monitor and confront conservative media. In 2019 the group’s senior fellow Matt Gertz counted every single time Trump tweeted in direct response to a Fox News or Fox Business program and found at least 657 instances in a single year. Fox hated Media Matters, but Gertz’s data checked out. He said he kept count because so much of “what they are saying is impacting the President of the United States and, through him, our daily lives.”

Trump’s TV-watching time was coded in his internal schedules as “Executive Time.” He watched, he tweeted, he called Hannity, and he watched some more. The decisions that most seriously damaged his presidency could be traced straight back to his TV habits. For example, Gertz said, “Trump’s hatred for Ukraine seems to have originated with Sean Hannity’s show telling him that Clinton had colluded with that country in 2016.” The end result: impeachment number one.

Fox’s influence was constant. When he threatened North Korea and said he had a bigger “button” than Kim Jong Un, it was because of a Fox segment about Kim’s “nuclear button.” When he told Iran to “never threaten the United States again!” it was because of a Fox segment about Iran’s saber-rattling.

Trump granted pardons because of Fox. He attacked Google because of Fox. He raged against migrant “caravans” because of Fox. He accused public servants of treason because of Fox. And he got the facts wrong again and again because of mistakes and misreporting by the network. When Kobe Bryant died in a helicopter crash, Trump sent condolences but got the death toll wrong, because of Fox. Trump was a teetotaler, but he behaved like an addict. In that analogy, the Murdochs were the dealers.



It must be said that Fox News wasn’t always like this. For twenty years, the network was conservative without being conspiratorial, at least most of the time. It was patriotic without being propagandistic. But it evolved over the years, or devolved, to become a chest-thumping house ad for the MAGA agenda. Trump propped up the network and the network propped up Trump. Anchors and guests who pointed out Trump’s lies were marginalized. Commentators who covered up his failings and foibles were promoted. This was the Fox News presidency in action.

From the day Trump entered the presidential race to the day he flew off to Mar-a-Lago to avoid Biden’s inauguration ceremony, I had a front-row seat to the Trumpification of Fox and the Foxification of America. I watched as the president received fucked-up medical advice and misinformation from unqualified talking heads on Fox and shared even worse advice with millions of viewers. I didn’t think he could sink any lower—until he mused about injecting disinfectants into the body, and health officials across the country had to warn people not to listen to him. His conduct only deteriorated in his closing months, when he ignored the coronavirus and concocted new conspiracy theories and incited an insurrection.

Like so many Americans, I’m shocked and angry. So what you’ll get in these pages is not the Stelter in a navy blue blazer that you see on CNN. I’m writing this book as a citizen, as an advocate for factual journalism, and as a new dad who thinks about what kind of world my children are going to inherit. This story is about a rot at the core of our politics. It’s about an ongoing attack on the very idea of a free and fair press. It’s about the difference between news and propaganda. It’s about the difference between state media and the fourth estate. So excuse me if I swear a little—but I am alarmed, and you should be too.

“We surrendered”

Before going any further, let me share where I’m coming from. I’m obsessed with news. Always have been. In 1995, when I turned ten, I logged on to the World Wide Web using dial-up AOL and a computer set up by my grandpa. My first stabs at journalism were homemade websites about Goosebumps books and Nintendo video games. From my basement in Maryland, I would tie up the home phone line calling companies for video game gossip. I would send instant messages to people with the last name Stine trying to meet family members of author R. L. Stine. I eventually found R.L. and his son Matt. They were two of my first “sources.”

My dad, Mark, was an appliance repairman. He drove an hour south to Washington every day and replaced stoves and dishwashers in upper-middle-class neighborhoods. In 2001, after ample lobbying on my part, he took me to George W. Bush’s inauguration. I treasure the memory because his heart gave out a week later while coaching my youngest brother’s basketball team. He slipped into a coma and died. My mom somehow got me and my brothers through it. And she supported my journalism fixation in every way she could, even when I ran up expensive phone bills with all-night dial-up modem calls.

Through high school, through college, my drug of choice was news. I slept on the couch with the TV on when Iraq was bombed. I sat in the studio audience for Crossfire. And I created a website dedicated to cable news. I launched the blog on New Year’s Day 2004, cloaked in the name CableNewser because I figured nobody would take me seriously if they knew I was an eighteen-year-old college freshman at Towson University in Maryland! The blog took off. Fox’s PR people saw it as an opportunity—they started to send me overnight ratings data showing how Fox was trouncing CNN and MSNBC. I called this data The Scoreboard. I launched the blog for fun, not profit, but I did make a few quick bucks using a donation system that was in vogue at the time. The most generous donation came from Tucker Carlson, who sent $100. I can’t remember if I thanked him. So: thank you, Tucker.

Within six months I had revealed my real name, renamed the blog TVNewser, and visited the cable networks in person, making connections that have helped me to this day. I became friendly with Sean Hannity, for example, and learned some important lessons about broadcasting from him. When I left my blogging days behind and joined The New York Times in 2007, he sent me a congrats note: “Your hard work and dedication has really paid off, and you should be very proud. Also the fact that you did all of this while going to school makes this even more incredible.” There were other notes like that too, but we labeled some of our emails “off the record,” so I can’t share them.

Other cable news stars reached out too. In 2006 Carlson booked me on his MSNBC talk show and dubbed me “the most powerful person in television news.” That was never true about me, but it is true about Carlson now, at least in right-wing TV.

Back while I was blogging for beer money in the mid-2000s, cable news became an incredibly profitable business. Fox locked down the conservative audience and provided cover for Bush while MSNBC began to find its liberal voice. I continued to chronicle this at the Times, and then I lived it at CNN starting in 2013. When I joined the network to anchor the Sunday morning program Reliable Sources, I immediately realized how little I actually knew about TV. One month in, I bumped into Fox News chairman and CEO Roger Ailes at a party and told him I was struggling with the teleprompter. He told me to stop squinting and “move the fucking camera closer!”

“You don’t work for the equipment,” he said, “the equipment works for you. You’re talent now.”

“Talent” is a discomfiting term for anchors who just want to report the news, but it’s de rigueur in the TV business. I quickly learned the other lingo: A video clip is a “soundbite,” or “SOT,” short for “sound on tape.” A live interview segment is a “hit.” A great guest is a “good talker.” A waiting area for the guest is a “green room.” A “good talker” waits in the “green room” to “do a hit,” unless they get canceled, or “killed.” Sometimes, when I can tell my segment is going to be bumped due to breaking news, I’ll ask, “Am I dead yet?”

Aside from having to wear makeup and having to deal with death threats (more on that later), I love TV. At CNN, I cover the wide world of media, including Fox, just like I did at TVNewser and the Times, which means that I keep in touch with scores of sources. And that’s ultimately why I’m here writing this book. I felt compelled to write it because of what I heard from inside Fox—from anchors and producers and reporters who were appalled by Trump’s gradual takeover of the network. They said management encouraged pro-Trump propaganda and discouraged real reporting, and they said many staffers went right along with it.

“They are lying about things we’re seeing with our own eyes,” one well-known Fox commentator said, embarrassed about their colleagues’ conduct.

“We surrendered to Trump,” one anchor said to me with remorse in his voice. “We just surrendered.”

“What does Trump have on Fox?” another anchor asked, convinced there was a conspiracy in play. Dirty pictures of Rupert?

In the course of my reporting over the last four years, I didn’t find any dirty pictures. But I did find a lot of people who felt dirty. Some were desperate to talk. Others were terrified. Ailes made people paranoid and punished those he suspected of leaking. That same fear of retribution was still very real even in the post-Ailes years. Employees suspected their work phones were tapped and assumed their emails were monitored by management. I cannot overstate the level of paranoia among Fox employees.

And yet many people—from anchors to assistants—still spoke with me because they wanted the truth to come out. One day I schmoozed with Lachlan Murdoch at a cocktail party; the next day I heard from a production assistant who said she couldn’t “take it anymore.” Once the pandemic cut off the party circuit, I Zoomed with sources and traded messages via the Signal app. I initially spoke with more than 140 staffers at Fox, plus 180 former staffers and others with direct ties to the network. After the publication of the hardcover edition of this book, upward of a dozen new sources reached out, and I was able to learn even more about the inner workings of Fox. The frustration on the part of many sources was palpable. Staffers described a TV network that was off the rails. Some even said the place where they worked, that they cashed paychecks from, was dangerous to democracy.

See, anyone who views Fox News as a mere cable channel, no different than AMC or TBS, is missing what it really is. Fox is an addictive substance. For its biggest fans, Fox is an identity. Almost a way of life. Hardcore viewers rarely change the channel or seek out a balanced media diet. They compare the network to a church, to a senior center, to a city hall. They flock to it for reinforcement, for inspiration, for comfort food. “To some, Fox is family,” sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild wrote in her study of Tea Party supporters in Louisiana. She found that the channel “stands next to industry, state government, church, and the regular media as an extra pillar of political culture all its own.” That’s a lot of responsibility, and in the Trump era the producers regularly failed to live up to it.

Anchors and commentators felt excruciating pressure to please the Fox base—and avoid their wrath. There’s no pleasant way to say this: Many of the viewers became radicalized over time. What many Americans recognized as mendacity, the Fox base registered as honesty. The achievements of a multicultural America, the progress toward a more equal society, were perceived as loss. The truths told by Trump critics were dismissed as lies. A 2019 PRRI survey found significant differences between “Fox News Republicans” and other Republicans who said Fox was not their primary news source. “Fox News Republicans” were much more closely wedded to Trump, with 55 percent saying there was nothing Trump could do to lose their approval. This was “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody” level of support. Of the Republicans who relied on other sources of information, only 29 percent made such an extreme statement.

Fox News was always on one level a political project, but the staffers who confided in me were disturbed by how thoroughly Fox and the GOP were merged by Trump, Hannity, and a handful of other power players. Many of the staffers said America deserved a much more responsible version of a conservative news network. They said Fox should have a traditional standards and practices department and a commitment to fact-checking and a leadership team that accounted for its mistakes. I agreed with them. But would anyone have watched that network?

Most of the sources for this book only spoke on condition of anonymity. I don’t take confidential sourcing lightly, but it was necessary in these situations, because people wouldn’t speak at all otherwise. I laughed several times when I heard folks on Fox bemoaning the use of anonymous sources, knowing those very same people were confidential informants for me. That’s how this hypocritical business works.

Now let me tell you what I learned.






THE CREATION

“Everybody can be bought”

In 1996, while Donald Trump was buying up buildings and beauty pageants, Rupert Murdoch bought Roger Ailes. Murdoch hired the GOP political operative and gave him a pile of money to build a news channel from scratch in the basement of the News Corp building in New York City. It was one of the most fateful decisions in modern American history.

Ailes had both political and personal motivations for partnering with Murdoch. He wanted the Republican Party to win on television the way Rush Limbaugh was winning on radio. And he wanted to stick it to his old bosses at NBC, who’d ripped the America’s Talking cable channel out of his hands to create MSNBC.

At the time, TV experts thought MSNBC, not Fox News, would be the most formidable challenger to CNN. ABC was talking about launching a news channel too. Fox was seen as least likely to succeed. Both NBC and ABC had established news divisions to draw from, while Fox hardly had any news infrastructure at all. Ted Turner delighted in saying that he was going to “squish Rupert like a bug.” But Murdoch and Ailes converted the jeers into fuel. At a pre-launch press conference, Ailes vowed that Fox News would be No. 1.

Many of Ailes’s former lieutenants believed in him and left NBC for the new channel. Ailes claimed that a total of eighty-two staffers followed him to Fox (it was more like fifty, I was told). Whatever the actual number, the brain drain was enough to prompt NBC boss Bob Wright to call Ailes and complain.

“You’ve been poaching my people,” Wright said.

“You guys ought to know the difference between recruitment and a fucking jailbreak,” Ailes responded. “They’re coming down the bedsheets over there, and you better try to stop them.”

Like Trump, Ailes saw himself as “a counterpuncher.” He famously told his executives, “Don’t pick a fight with someone who likes to fight,” a line he learned from his father. With this new channel, Ailes was fighting the entire media establishment. His former boss Richard Nixon would have been proud. In the early seventies Nixon and VP Spiro Agnew believed they were at war with a liberal cabal of television networks, run by, as Agnew once said, a “small and unelected elite.” Terms like “media bias” entered the lexicon, and by the early nineties, there was a well-funded right-wing machine that raged against liberal media bias. So when Ailes said his channel would be “fair and balanced,” on the premise that the rest of TV news leaned left, millions of conservatives knew what the slogan meant.

Ailes showed up to the Television Critics Association’s press tour in July 1996 and officially announced the name of his new channel. Before he took the stage, reporters received a handout portraying poor public opinions of the press. It was a “fake news” manifesto twenty years before Trump turned “fake news” into a mantra. The handout cited one poll where only 14 percent of respondents gave journalists positive marks and another where 67 percent said TV news was biased. Ailes said Fox News was the solution: He swore he wanted Fox reporters to “just give the viewers the facts and the information.” He knew exactly what he was really doing, but he insisted, “I’m just announcing balanced and unbiased coverage. If that’s traumatizing some people, so what?”

Ailes’s bombastic bromides were irresistible to television critics. He was practically writing their columns for them. “He says rude, obnoxious things that make for more interesting newspaper stories,” one writer admitted after the press tour appearance.

Remind you of anyone?

Ailes and Trump ran in the same New York media circles for decades. To hear Ailes tell it, “Donald and I were really quite good friends for more than twenty-five years.” And to hear Trump tell it, “Roger owed me.”

The two men had a lot in common: Similar fears of crime. Similarly racist views about immigration. The same generational references, since Ailes was just six years older than Trump. Both men were tail-chasers and wife-cheaters. Both had a taste for conspiracy theories. Both had paranoid streaks. And both ran their businesses as fiefdoms. With Ailes, Fox hosts were reminded to lavish him with credit whenever writing a book or giving a speech. With Trump, lieutenants were reminded that his mind wandered whenever conversations weren’t about Trump.

Both men also appreciated the power of public relations—whether they were building up their own brands through puffy magazine profiles or knifing a rival in the back through a well-placed hit piece.

Trump never saw any distinction between the press and PR. Whenever he could, he used the press to score points and further his own interests. The late columnist Jimmy Breslin wrote that Trump took over news reporters in New York City “with the art of the return phone call.” All it took to control the city’s news media, Breslin wrote, was “two minutes of purring over the phone.”

Whether Trump was talking about some personal feud or business scheme, he was always a reliable source of copy for gossip columnists who had inches to fill. And all this coverage, in turn, impressed the bankers who kept Trump afloat. Breslin said Trump was living by rules instilled by his pop: “Never use your own money. Steal a good idea and say it’s your own. Do anything to get publicity. Remember that everybody can be bought.”

Bought—or conned. Reporters in search of a tantalizing story sometimes took dictation from a man by the name of “John Barron,” who was actually Donald Trump posing as a flack for Donald Trump. He used the alter ego to lie his way onto the Forbes 400 list and defend himself in the pages of The New York Times. The creation of “John Barron,” sometimes spelled as “John Baron” with one r, was inspired by Trump’s father, Fred, who used the same tactic in his own business, according to Trump biographer Michael D’Antonio.

Once Trump had first-name status in the press, Donald ditched the disguise and dished out tips to writers who gave him anonymity. Sometimes they’d describe Trump as a “source close to Trump,” a technique he continued to employ while in the White House. Hannity was the foremost beneficiary.

“When he says sources, he usually means the president,” a member of Hannity’s inner circle told me (anonymously of course).

Hannity didn’t have to tell his bosses or get approval before citing his West Wing sources. He could say whatever he wanted. On January 2, 2020, Trump briefed Hannity on the Baghdad airstrike that killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani minutes before airtime. Hannity was on vacation, so he called in to his own show to recite what Trump had told him. Everything was attributed to “sources.”

The president laundered whatever he wanted through Hannity, and the host dutifully attributed the info to unnamed “sources.” In other words, Hannity borrowed from the language of journalism—by saying he had “sources” and access to special knowledge—while deriding journalism every chance he got.

Trump was equally hypocritical. He routinely implored Americans not to trust anonymously sourced reporting and claimed that members of the media maliciously made up info and attributed it to sources—at the same time he was Hannity’s No. 1 anonymous source.

Lying on that level was downright pathological. But Trump had a good thing going. He had an entire galaxy of pro-Trump media operators by his side. He didn’t need to play “John Barron” anymore—because he had thousands of them.

Let’s rewind a little bit. Back when Trump was divorcing Marla Maples and buying the Miss Universe Organization, Ailes was building his network into a juggernaut. Launch day was October 7, 1996, complete with Hannity & Colmes at 9 p.m., the time slot Hannity still occupies today. Ailes poached Hannity from radioland and cast a mild-mannered liberal, Alan Colmes, as Hannity’s sparring partner. Colmes also grew up on Long Island and also came out of talk radio, but that’s where the similarities stopped. Hannity was the handsome patriot and Colmes was the nerd. Colmes was allowed his say… so long as strongman Sean was there to push back.

Fox wasn’t hard-right-wing back then. The network aired news programs about health and travel and medicine and religion. You could call in to the weekend show Pet News and ask questions about your sick puppy. And that “sick puppy” was not slang for Bill Clinton. “We had a bit of an agenda, but we weren’t crazy right wingers,” former Fox host Juliet Huddy said. Hosts like Hannity were certainly tough on President Clinton during the impeachment process, and a conservative perspective was suffused throughout many of its talk shows, but it wasn’t overpowering. “The other networks leaned left, and we needed to provide the other side,” Huddy said.

Louis Aguirre cohosted the first show on the first day—Fox X-press—which went on to become Fox & Friends. Aguirre was twenty-nine, and it was his first time hosting a national show. He told me he was “completely oblivious that it would become what it is now.”

“I was not very political at all,” Aguirre said, “but neither was the show back then.” It was lighthearted—“much more pop culture sprinkled with the day’s news.” Looking back, though, he can see how the channel’s DNA was apparent on premiere day. New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani, a friend and political ally of Ailes, was the very first in-studio guest, Aguirre recalled: “I remember the entire interview was scripted, which I found strange at the time.”

The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks were a turning point for Fox. After 9/11, the network started to crush CNN in the ratings race. The Ailes-Hannity brand of macho talk and in-your-face patriotism paid off. The entire history of Fox is a series of turns to the right, and the 2003 invasion of Iraq was another one of the turns.

Ailes ruled through brute force. He wanted people to believe that he had eyes and ears everywhere, and to a frightening degree, he did. Along with a network of sycophants and informants who rose up to rat out colleagues for their own selfish reasons, Ailes had surveillance cameras all over the News Corporation building and had discreet ways to listen in on phone calls. Like Trump, he saw fear as a power source. As Trump famously told Bob Woodward, “Real power is—I don’t even want to use the word—fear.”

With Ailes, I saw it up close. My first time at Fox News HQ, in 2004, I was seated in a conference room with some execs, talking about my TVNewser blog, when Ailes charged in. He hated the way the FoxNews.com homepage was covering some long-since-forgotten scandal. “Fix the godforsaken headline!” he roared.

Ailes never understood the web, but he understood how to make a first impression. The man ruled Fox through a mixture of fear, charm, loyalty, and money. Many staffers likened the Ailes-era Fox to a cult—even the folks who liked working there.

I heard from them through the anonymous tip box at the top of my TVNewser website. Junior staffers sometimes sent in tips in order to get workplace problems solved, as when Fox had a serious bug infestation in the basement newsroom. When I shared their complaints on the blog, Fox brought environmental specialists into the building, and then things got even worse. Rumors ran rampant about the insecticide that they used. A technician thought it made him sick. So many employees came to me with concerns that Ailes had to come downstairs and address the newsroom. If you have a problem, he roared, take it to HR, not TVNewser. (Disconcerting advice, given what we know now about his abuse of women.) Ailes called me a wannabe journalist and criticized the “anonymous crap” that, he claimed, was “meant to damage us.” He may as well have called it a “hoax.”

Ailes’s visit was a warning to stop leaking. And staffers did stop for a little while. But eventually the tips resumed, as did Ailes’s preoccupation with my blog. At one point the Fox News PR department dispatched an intern to strike up a relationship with me. We went out a couple of times in New York City—we went to the late great Coffee Shop restaurant in Union Square, we rode the subway uptown, we even spent a late evening on her rooftop. There were moments when I thought these were dates—but her flirtatiousness was all part of the ruse. Years later I found out the intern was assigned to take copious notes and feed information back to her bosses. One email I viewed, dated Tuesday, September 6, 2005, was delivered at 11:30 p.m. and listed what I told her during our faux-date; who called me during dinner (a PR person from a rival network); and what I said on the phone. Early the next morning the young woman was hauled into Ailes’s office because he wanted a full debrief. She was also tasked with friending me on Facebook and scouring my page for any evidence of anti-Fox bias or other material that could be used against me. All she found was funny photos of college revelry. A photo of beer spilled down my pants showed up on a rival website with the caption “TVBOOZER.”

All things considered, these were sophomoric operations; more sophisticated surveillance ops and social media armies came along later. But Ailes’s tactics against me showed how paranoid he was, and how much control he wanted. PR staffers were told to act like covert ops agents and engage in profoundly unethical behavior. And they did, because they were caught up in the thrill of the job, the us-against-the-world spirit of the place.

Ailes had the swagger of a man who said that he had elected three presidents. And he had standing to say it: His media strategies lifted up Nixon and Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush. He had tremendous power. At the same time, he waved away flatterers and critics who claimed he controlled the Republican Party. He cared about politics, but he cared most about profits. During the Obama years, Ailes quipped, “If I were running the GOP, we’d be winning.”

“An invisible hand”

Fox’s biggest right turn of all, triggered by the 2008 election of Barack Obama, erased Hannity’s cohost Alan Colmes from the picture. One of Sean’s friends put it this way: “Alan was no longer needed.”

Colmes was sent off to the Siberia of Fox News Radio in the weeks after Obama’s victory. Hannity was now the solo host. The pretense was going, going, gone: Hannity & Colmes had never been a fair fight, but at least it was a fight. Not anymore. The ascendance of a black president radicalized the network and ushered in an era with fewer left-right debates and more lectures. Hannity the star began to transform Hannity the show into what it is today—a nightly anti–Democratic Party attack ad for people who distrusted the nightly news.

Hannity was still second banana to Fox’s other consistent prime time player, Bill O’Reilly. The O’Reilly Factor was the ratings leader, thanks in part to O’Reilly’s bravado and in part to a simple formula that worked incredibly well: a “Talking Points Memo” monologue at the very top of the show; culture war segments with catchy names; recurring segments with curmudgeonly older men and attractive younger women; viewer emails and book recommendations at the end of the hour. We don’t have to lead with the news, O’Reilly told staffers, “we lead with themes”—themes like the War on Christmas, which he introduced, which preyed on white Christian America’s anxieties about multiculturalism. If viewers turned on O’Reilly’s show at 8:05, or 8:40, they basically knew what they’d get, kind of like an episode of Law & Order or CSI. They could doze off for a few minutes and not be disoriented when they woke back up. Viewers liked that. They liked O’Reilly more than anyone else on Fox’s air. And this fostered some serious tension between O’Reilly and Hannity. Each man bad-mouthed the other behind his back, with O’Reilly ridiculing Hannity’s GOP ass-kissing and Hannity delighting in O’Reilly’s failed attempt at a radio show. They almost never spoke. They hardly ever saw each other. They definitely didn’t watch each other’s show. But they studied each other’s ratings almost as obsessively as their own. Hannity was never content with being No. 2, but there wasn’t a path to No. 1 as long as O’Reilly was in the way.

Here’s the most important thing to understand about TV ratings: They’re one of the most addictive substances in the world. They’re controlled by Nielsen, which monitors TV sets in tens of thousands of homes across the country and extrapolates total viewership from there. The Nielsen numbers are specific enough to be habit-forming but vague enough to be maddening.

Other networks are awed by Fox’s ratings power. Fox News wakes up at the television equivalent of third base while its rivals are still swinging at the ball. Non-news cable channels might as well show color bars overnight. Fox’s little sister channel, Fox Business, only has ten thousand viewers watching in the middle of the night. But at 4 a.m. Eastern, when daybreak still feels so far away, Fox News already has five hundred thousand people watching. And this is the low point of Fox’s day. The network has a built-in base that’s unlike anything else on cable. As more folks wake up and turn on the TV, the Fox News audience climbs into the millions. Plotted onto a line graph, the ratings look like a rocket taking off into orbit during the Fox & Friends hours. These three yardsticks tell the network’s story:


	1. Total viewership at any given time. This is a popularity and loyalty contest. While other news viewers channel-surf a lot or flip between CNN and MSNBC, Fox viewers are extraordinarily loyal, to the point of falling asleep with the TV. Fox has been No. 1 in total viewership since George W. Bush’s first full year in office. During the height of the pandemic in March 2020, 2.2 million people watched Fox at any given time.

	2. Cumulative viewership. This is a channel’s total reach each month. CNN has more grazers (people who watch for short periods of time) while Fox has more gorgers. In a typical month, at least 68 million people watch CNN and 63 million watch Fox for a few minutes or more. The takeaway: Cable news networks have a huge amount of power to shape the national discourse.

	3. Viewership in the twenty-five- to fifty-four-year-old demographic. This is where the money is made. Most ad sales deals are pegged to the “demo” because advertisers want to reach moms more than grandmas. Ailes once joked that he “created a TV network for people 55 to dead,” and Fox’s median viewer is about sixty-seven years old. But the cable news wars are fought among the twenty-five- to fifty-four-year-olds.



Hosts like Hannity get multiple emails every day with the previous day’s ratings, broken down by hourly and every-fifteen-minute increments. Sometimes they can also access minute-by-minute ratings. Many hosts stare at the ratings until the numbers start to make sense. (As a noted economist once observed, “If you torture the data enough, it will confess.”) News ratings rise and fall based on the news cycle, the time of year, the weather, and what else is on TV, kind of like a giant glacier melting and refreezing. Still, hosts drive themselves crazy overanalyzing the charts.

On this point, about the obsession with ratings, your typical cable newser has an awful lot in common with the president. Trump spun the Apprentice ratings to tell a persuasive story about his popularity even when his audience was slipping away. I wish I hadn’t thrown away the angry note that he sent me, scrawled in black Sharpie, when he accused me of shortchanging The Apprentice in a New York Times story about reality TV. I should have framed it. Trump could twist the ratings to make them say almost anything, and when that failed, he flat-out lied about them. Billy Bush recalled a day when he got fed up and called out Trump on his fabrications: “I said, ‘Wait a minute, Donald, you haven’t been No. 1 in five or four years, not in any category, not in any demo.’ He goes, ‘Well, did you see last Thursday? Last Thursday, 18–49, last five minutes!’ ‘Nope, still not true.’ ” After the cameras stopped rolling, Bush says Trump remarked “Billy, look, you just tell them and they believe it. That’s it. They just do.”

Inside Fox News, the ratings obsession was inescapable. It came up in almost every single one of my conversations with sources. Think about it: When a network has been winning for eighteen years, there’s tremendous pressure to keep the winning streak alive no matter what. Getting tired of winning, if I may borrow a phrase from Trump, is never an option. Some shows held daily staff meetings to study the numbers. “Ratings are the only thing that matters,” a Fox veteran said matter-of-factly. The Nielsens are like “an invisible hand,” pushing everyone in a rightward direction, another said.

On October 6, 2011, I tagged along when Hannity went on the road for a special show in Atlanta, where Fox installed a temporary stage in Centennial Park for hundreds of his biggest fans. He was there to celebrate Fox’s fifteenth anniversary and its victories over the competition. Hannity welcomed the crowd by gesturing over to the CNN world HQ building across the street and asking, “Do you think it’s any coincidence that the CNN logo is in the background?” His fans cheered.

Fox was chugging along at the time. Obama was president and Fox was the network of choice for Obama haters. Ailes was the prototypical viewer—an aging white male pissed off about progressives trying to change the aging-white-male-dominated country he cherished. He told everybody who would listen that he was trying to protect and defend America. Fox News and Fox Business were his weapons.

“For Roger, journalism was… It was a means to an end,” his onetime protégé JP Lindsley said.

In 2009 Lindsley went from an assistant job at The Weekly Standard magazine to editing the Ailes family’s local newspapers in the Hudson Valley. Ailes treated Lindsley like an adult son (perhaps because his actual son, Zac, was still just in middle school) and let Lindsley live in the family’s guest home—until “Ailes Jr.” had a falling out with the family and resigned in dramatic fashion in 2011.

Ailes “loved to be the puppet master,” Lindsley said. “He saw himself as a chieftain of the Republicans, like it was his job to determine the best candidates.”

Lindsley insisted that Ailes appreciated journalism, and understood the standards and ethics that get drilled into J-School 101 students, “but he would override those concerns by saying ‘this is for the good of the Republic.’ That’s how he would justify excursions outside journalistic boundaries.” Take Fox’s relentless campaign against Obama. “He really, truly thought President Obama was a really sinister, bad guy,” Lindsley said. “He really did believe that the president was not born in the United States.” But, interestingly, these beliefs only came out in private conversations. Ailes never ordered the network to go full birther. On the contrary, he would tell his hosts to knock it off. I can attest to that firsthand. In 2009 I had the unenviable task of writing the first story in The New York Times about “birtherism.” I pointed out that Lou Dobbs, then a CNN host, was raising the citizenship issue, and several MSNBC shows were mocking it, while Fox hardly addressed it at all. The point was that Ailes was capable of restraint when he thought it served his network’s interests. In this case, he didn’t want Fox to be lumped in with Dobbs and the right-wing fever swamps of the internet. Fox was more powerful, he knew, when it was grouped with NBC and CBS. Besides, Fox’s base already suspected Obama was a foreigner. There was no need to say the obvious and racist part out loud. (Years later, though, he hired Dobbs to juice the ratings for Fox Business.)

The Tea Party was an early test of Fox’s political mobilizing power. Democrats took power; a black man moved into the Oval Office; a woman became the House Speaker; and Fox’s biggest stars suddenly stood up and said stop spending our money. Of course, the organizers swore that the movement was all about reining in spending and reducing government, regardless of color or gender. Hannity and Glenn Beck promoted Tea Party events across the country and pushed ahead to a special day of live coverage on Tax Day. “Anybody can come,” Hannity said. “Celebrate with Fox News,” Beck said. The rallies drew large crowds and mirrored Fox’s older, almost-all-white audience. Harvard researchers said Fox served as a “social movement orchestrator,” spreading the word and cheering the Tea Party on. It was a perfect with-us-or-against-us emblem. After a follow-up rally in DC in September, Ailes bought a full-page ad in The Washington Post asking, “How did ABC, CBS, NBC, MSNBC and CNN miss this story?” That was a lie, of course; the rally was widely covered by all the networks. But Fox needed to present itself as the One Real True Source. Murdoch denied reality when he said, years later, “We don’t promote the Tea Party. That’s bullshit.” He claimed Fox merely “recognized their existence.” But the coverage went much further than that. The posturing, the appeals to white identity politics, the screams about media bias—all of it was a foreshock to the Trump quake. I couldn’t help but notice that ten years after the first “party,” when Trump’s tax cuts and policies caused the deficit to balloon to historic levels, there wasn’t any heartland uprising or “Hannity” tea-bagging.

At the height of the Tea Party’s perceived power, I interviewed Paul Rittenberg, the head of ad sales at Fox, who articulated his pitch to advertisers. “People who watch Fox News believe it’s the home team,” he said. He wasn’t labeling the network as “conservative” or calling Fox the voice of the opposition, the way pissed-off Obama aides were, he was just reflecting the point of view of the audience. “Home team.” It was powerful, and pure tribalism.

Conventional wisdom at Fox was that it was more fun and more profitable to be on offense, against Democrats, than on defense with Republicans. It’s easier to be “against” than “for” something. Negative partisanship was the winning potion. Every year, I wrote another story for the Times about CNN floundering in this newly competitive landscape, with Fox winning on the right and MSNBC on the left. The big on-air rivalry of the era was between O’Reilly and MSNBC’s Keith Olbermann. But the stakes weren’t really that high—it wasn’t like Obama was getting policy ideas from Olbermann. The country wasn’t being run by a shadow cable news government. How quaint.

Looking back, though, I can see that the Trump seeds were being planted in Fox.

“In Fox’s early days,” a former anchor said, “it was like professional wrestling. It was all predetermined. ‘I’ll say this, and then you say that.’ ” But the anchor noticed a change in the green-room pre-gaming: “Once Obama took office, guests of different political stripes were less genial off-camera. Segments became less choreographed, with the conservative invariably taking an extreme line of attack that went beyond the established norms of political punditry.”

The barbs were so much more personal. After one heated exchange on Obamacare, the anchor sighed, feeling like he had failed to keep the discussion civil. He stepped outside to get some fresh air, and bumped into the conservative guest that he’d just been trying to corral ten minutes earlier.

“That worked well,” the guest said. “Did you like that?”

“Yeah, I guess,” the anchor responded. “It just feels sometimes like instead of informing people, cable news is inciting them.”

Millions of people shared his concerns about the damage caused by cable news food fights. Jon Stewart once called cable TV a “24-hour political-pundit, perpetual-panic conflictinator.” Cable did not cause our problems, Stewart said, “but its existence makes solving them that much harder.”

That’s how this anchor was feeling, but his chipper guest walked away, just happy to have had a few precious minutes of airtime. Less than an hour later, the anchor’s agent called, sounding distressed. He got right to the point.

“Are you unhappy to be working at Fox?”

“No.”

“Then why the fuck are you complaining about it?”

“I’m not,” the anchor insisted. “What are you talking about?”

“Roger called and screamed at me that you’re bad-mouthing Fox.”

“Shit,” the anchor said. He instantly remembered what he’d said outside. The guest must have turned around and called Ailes. The anchor and agent came up with a solution: a mushy, gushy handwritten note to Ailes, telling him how grateful the anchor was to be working for him at Fox.

“I’m convinced it saved my job,” he told me. “And I never again opened my mouth to anyone in the office unless it was to talk about my children, sports, or the weather.”



For Juliet Huddy, the Obama years were a wake-up call about Fox and Ailes’s true agenda. “It became just a constant barrage of anti-Obama—criticizing Obama just nonstop,” she recalled. “There was no room for objectivity.”

During her time on Fox’s morning show, Huddy felt like the hosts were expected to perform like puppets, and it infuriated her. The segments and angles and guests were all generally chosen by the producers, not the anchors. Hosts could go off-script, but that pissed off the producers, who had already set the show’s broader narrative. The lack of control “was always really difficult and frustrating for me,” Huddy said.

The prime time shows were much more talent-driven, with hosts like Hannity calling the shots. But the morning and daytime shows were largely producer-driven, to the chagrin of men and women like Huddy, who felt like she had to edit the pre-written questions and teases on the fly. A dozen different Fox hosts and commentators told similar stories about how boxed in they felt.

“Endless amounts of airtime were really dangerous,” one said, which was striking to hear because most people in the TV biz want more, more, more airtime. But this person walked away from Fox & Friends wanting less. “We had no time to read what was next in the prompter,” they said.

And this is the hyperpartisan television factory that, in the Trump age, wound up producing the president’s daily intelligence briefing.

“Mayor of Crazytown”

Here’s what everyone should understand about Fox’s relationship with Trump, a former Fox & Friends producer said: “People think he’s calling up Fox & Friends and telling us what to say. Hell no. It’s the opposite. We tell him what to say.”

Fox & Friends was the three-hour us-versus-them bitch session that embodied everything that Fox fans loved and critics lamented about the network. Ever since the show’s launch day in 1998, the F&F set has looked largely the same: Steve Doocy has sat on one side of the curvy couch, and Brian Kilmeade has sat on the other side, with a beautiful woman in between. The woman has changed four times: First E. D. Hill, then Miss America 1989 Gretchen Carlson, then Survivor contestant and former The View cohost Elisabeth Hasselbeck, and now Ainsley Earhardt. So in other words, the woman comes and goes while the men stay the same.

The show’s dynamic is plain to see: Kilmeade is the everyman. Doocy is the comic. Earhardt is the Southern belle. The trio is paid at least $2 million a year, each, to entertain Trump and 2 million other viewers. Given that F&F makes well north of $100 million a year in advertising, and how much influence the show wields, the hosts probably deserve more money. Because as F&F goes, so goes the Fox audience, and so goes the GOP. Scandals are conceived on this couch. Conspiracy theories are floated and then amplified. The talking points that start here end up in Trump’s mouth and in newspaper columns and fundraising emails and the Facebook feeds of countless Fox addicts.

Morning TV is about companionship. That’s what Dave Garroway understood when he launched the Today show in 1952. It’s what Bryant Gumbel and Katie Couric and Charlie Gibson and Diane Sawyer all understood. And it’s what Ailes grasped when he cast the “Friends.” Viewers are at their most vulnerable in the morning—half-awake, half-dressed, sometimes half-sober and half-alive. Unlike other programs, these shows have to be consistent and comforting. F&F delivers that, complete with cooking segments and playful competitions out on the plaza, nicknamed Fox Square. When fans are watching, they want to be a part of the show. They want to be there. And one lucky viewer—Trump—got to be. Because Ailes turned Trump into a political pundit in March of 2011.

At the time, Trump was pushing his racist birther lie while testing the waters for a 2012 presidential run. Ailes tested something too: a Trump call-in segment on Fox & Friends. On March 28, the hosts teed up Trump to irresponsibly fearmonger about Obama’s birthplace. Gretchen Carlson looked skeptical, but the men went right along with Trump’s lies. Doocy even took a shot at the news media, telling Trump, “They’re trying to paint you as the mayor of Crazytown for bringing this up.”

More like president of Crazytown, but okay.

Fox hosts were still forbidden from going full birther themselves, but they were free to interview Trump about it. Kilmeade wrapped the interview nonsensically: “Donald Trump, who we all know was born in this country, all you have to do is read the side of his building.” Huh? Doocy, seizing a chance to suck up some more, said, “Which one!” These two were falling over each other to be Trump’s wingmen. Carlson didn’t play along, but she didn’t loudly protest either. She stayed at the network for another four years.

This, it turned out, was the first episode of “Monday Mornings with Trump,” a weekly segment that changed the course of American politics. Ailes even ordered up TV promos for the segment. “Bold, brash, and never bashful, the Donald now makes his voice loud and clear every Monday on Fox,” the announcer said. Trump loved it. He was ticked off that people weren’t taking his political gambits seriously, and the segment helped him change that by giving him a direct connection with the conservative base. Through the weekly calls, he got to know Ailes’s priorities. He got to know Fox’s priorities. He got to know the people who became his voters. And they got to know him.

For all the justified scrutiny of The Apprentice as a platform for Trump’s eventual presidential run, Fox & Friends was even more powerful. Trump alluded to this, years later, in an interview for a documentary: “I’m not sure that I ever would have been standing at this very powerful, important, even sacred spot—the Rose Garden in front of the Oval Office at the White House—if it wasn’t for Roger.”

Looking back at Trump’s tweets, a campaign foundation was being laid. “I will be doing Fox & Friends in 10 minutes at 7.00. Many things to talk about! ENJOY,” he tweeted one day in 2014 to his 2.6 million followers. A tweeter replied, “The fact that Fox likes Trump so much is clear indication he should never be President.” But dozens of fans also replied and urged Trump to run. This happened every week. Some of his Twitter cheerleaders were sock puppet accounts, designed to make it look like he had more support than he did. But some of the cheering was authentic, including from the hosts on the Fox & Friends couch. Through the topics chosen by producers, through the coaching of the hosts, and through the feedback on Twitter, Trump learned how to be the Fox News president.

Most Monday mornings, Trump was just half a mile away from Fox’s studio, in Trump Tower, but he usually called in rather than joining in person, like every other guest was expected to do. Ailes didn’t really mind. Trump’s voice was enough to keep people watching. And for Trump, calling in made him seem hard to get, busy, and important.

“Ailes was always trying to test people,” Lindsley said, “to see who might be good.” He wondered if that’s what the Trump call-in segments were about. Trump’s willingness to throw bombs and stoke hatred of Obama sure kept people watching. The birther smear helped cement the impression of Obama as a foreigner in the minds of millions of viewers, wedded Trump to the Fox base, and foreshadowed Trump and Fox’s full-throated embrace of white identity politics. It was pivotal. But he dropped the crusade when NBC advised him that Apprentice ratings could suffer if he kept it up. Years later, when I interviewed Trump on the phone during the campaign in June 2016, he tried to wave away my questions about his birther beliefs.

“I don’t ever talk about it,” Trump said. “You know why I don’t talk about it? Because once I talk about it, that’s all they want to write about.”

Blaming the media for scrutinizing his racist smear! Now that’s a twist.

“People don’t care if it’s right”

“Monday Mornings with Trump” often made news, of the did-he-really-just-say-that variety, but Fox & Friends was never much of an attention magnet before the 2016 election.

“We were like a backwater, even within Fox,” a former F&F producer said. “Other shows didn’t respect us,” another staffer affirmed. F&F was perpetually understaffed and underappreciated. News anchors like Shep Smith rolled their eyes at the a.m. shenanigans. Still, staffers knew that management cared a lot about the show, because Ailes called the control room incessantly. The show reflected Ailes’s hatred of Obama, fear of Muslims, and comfort with white male dominance. Ailes wouldn’t explicitly tell the hosts what to say, but he made sure they knew what he thought, and that was enough. “The three chatterboxes,” as the former producer dubbed the hosts, knew how to frame stories that Ailes wanted to promote and knew how to ignore inconvenient stories altogether.

This former producer had a lot of bruises from his time working on the show, and a lot of regrets. He said he felt himself being brainwashed while watching and creating the show simultaneously. “All I did was read conservative outlets and right-wing media,” he said. “For years.” He voted for Obama, but once “they did such a good job destroying Hillary Clinton, I decided I wouldn’t vote for her,” he admitted. He cited the obsession with the so-called “Clinton email server scandal” as a prime example.

He wondered what would happen if Fox’s biggest fans went through the same sort of process he did—quitting Fox and turning off the network and all of its like-minded sources. “People don’t care if it’s right, they just want their side to win. That’s who this show is for,” he said. “It’s sad.”

Producers and writers at F&F viewed the morning show as the inverse of a newspaper’s front section—the editorial page in the back of the paper was the front page of Fox & Friends, consuming most of the show. News headlines were tucked away and usually delegated to a newscaster. But even those headlines were written in such a way so as to appeal to the audience. One day, a staffer who wrote a few simple lines of copy about White Castle introducing vegan burgers was castigated by her superior. What did she do wrong? She positioned the new meat-free option as a positive thing, an improvement to the menu.

“No,” the head writer told her, “we hate this.”

Vegan burgers? They’re part of the “war on meat,” which, I swear, is an actual phrase that’s been uttered on Fox more than once.

“You need to say this is ridiculous,” the boss added.

When unexplainable idiocy came out of the mouths of F&F hosts, this was part of the reason why. The straight-out-of-school writers had to unlearn journalism skills and reflect a right-wing world view that didn’t always come naturally.

I peeked at the research packets that were prepared for the hosts. Some of the show’s sources of information were predictable—Fox’s website, ABC, The Hill, Politico—but the F&F packets also contained lots of sensational links to TMZ and the Daily Mail and plenty of stories from hard-right sites like Breitbart. What tended to get F&F in trouble, the producer said, was the Breitbart-type stuff that Ailes wanted—the stuff that seemed too outrageous to be true. Then came the lectures from senior producers: “What the hell? You have to get confirmation on these things.”

“When they say ‘we can’t keep messing things up,’ what they really mean is ‘we can’t keep getting caught,’ ” the former producer said.

Multiple staffers lamented the existence of a Twitter account called @BadFoxGraphics, which existed to catch the show’s typos and other screwups. A famous example was the banner that said “TRUMP CUTS AID TO 3 MEXICAN COUNTRIES,” when the news was about three Central American countries. Staffers feared the ire of @BadFoxGraphics. It was a rare bit of accountability for a network that acted untouchable.

The former producer came up with ways to block out his embarrassment about the programming—like looking at the balance in his bank account. “We provide entertainment to a certain group of people who like a certain kind of thing,” he told himself to justify the unsubstantiated takes. It always came back around to the audience. “We were deathly afraid of our audience leaving, deathly afraid of pissing them off,” he said. “But we also laughed at them. We disrespected them. We weren’t practicing what we preached.”

This “do as I say, not as I do” attitude was one of the first things the producer noticed when he started working for F&F. Anti-marijuana segments were a layup on the show. Then he headed to a house party with colleagues for the first time and saw half the staff out on the balcony getting high. “Okay,” he said to himself, “so we don’t really believe all this stuff. We just tell other people to believe it.”

“You know what we need,” a senior producer of Fox & Friends told her staff during a rare dip in the ratings. “We need outrage.”

That’s really what F&F was about. Certain segments were designed to instill fear; others, to stoke hate; others, less often, to spark love. And the hosts were encouraged to ask viewers for feedback to confirm that the segments were having the intended effect. Gavin Hadden, the executive producer, sometimes had the foxfriends@foxnews.com inbox up in a window on his computer in the control room to monitor responses as the seconds rolled by. Had the viewers had enough of Geraldo yet? If so, wrap him! It was the closest thing to Choose Your Own Adventure on TV.

Hadden was one of the most important people at Fox that no one outside Fox ever heard about. He joined F&F in 2006, when Gretchen Carlson was the female cohost, and worked his way up to the top spot by proving he knew “what works” and what doesn’t. What works:


	Stories about undocumented immigrants killing Americans

	Stories about citizens standing up to the government bureaucracy

	Stories about college students disrespecting the flag

	Stories about hate crime hoaxes

	Stories about liberal media outlets suppressing the truth

	And, whenever possible, stories involving attractive women (They could be the hero or the villain, it didn’t matter, but they had to be attractive.)
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