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INTRODUCTION

One of the prerogatives of being POLITICO editor-in-chief is the ability at any time to feel I know what’s really going on in Washington. All I need to do is sidle up to Mike Allen, our senior reporter and the star of our show, and ask, “What’s going on?”

Mike, a friend of two decades since our days as young reporters in Richmond, Virginia, will smile and, custom-designing his stories around what he knows of the specific interests of his audience, announce enthusiastically, “YOU will love this …”

Then will pour forth a torrent of the latest news about high-level maneuverings among familiar names at the White House or Congress or presidential campaigns, along with low-level scuttlebutt about their triumphs and tantrums, break-ups and make-ups, humor and hubris—all the quotidian details that establish these people might be human beings after all.

These conversations with Mike are the pure and unfiltered version of what Mike gives to readers every day in his now famous POLITICO Playbook: the feeling (and even some of the reality) of being an insider.

My reaction to talking with Mike is usually the same: “Man, it would be great to get some of this stuff on the site.” Sometimes we can, or already have. Other times we can’t, or intend to but don’t, or whatever—life rushes by too fast, or it would look strange to order up a whole story just so we can find a home for one juicy morsel.

So some portion of Mike’s tips, like those of other great POLITICO reporters, stays dormant—tantalizing but undeveloped.

The prospect that more of Mike’s reporting and analytical intelligence could be shared with readers was one reason—among many—that we were so intrigued by the idea Random House editor Jon Meacham presented us some months back. His proposal was to write a series of eBooks telling, in serialized form, the story of the 2012 presidential campaign. The hope is that this format will allow the revival of the kind of detail-laden, insider narratives the newsmagazines used to publish immediately in the wake of presidential campaigns. These stories made for arresting special editions of the magazines, and were often expanded to be published in book-length form. Instead of waiting to produce one giant text, why not use the speed and dexterity made possible by digital publishing to produce these accounts in something more like real time?

He also threw in an irresistible bonus: Mike could collaborate with the brilliant writer Evan Thomas, someone all of us in the leadership of POLITICO had known and admired for many years.

Meacham and I are kindred spirits of sorts. We are of the same generation (it turns out he knew my wife, from their shared time at The Washington Monthly, before I did). We both grew up and prospered professionally, he at Newsweek and me at The Washington Post, in what I think of as the media old order—a world in which big and powerful news brands had robust business models and awesome editorial power to set the national agenda. At mid-career, with the old order diminished in some places or crumbled altogether in others, we both face the same imperative to answer the question, “What’s next for our business and the kind of journalism we think is important?”

POLITICO began five years ago, in January 2007, with Mike, Jim VandeHei, and me as co-founders in the newsroom, in large measure out of an urgent desire to arrive at a good and preferably prosperous answer to this question. We found an answer that works for us with a niche publication—producing content aimed at people who share our intense, even obsessive, interest in national politics and the workings of Washington. But our work is forever incomplete. POLITICO’s publisher, Robert Allbritton, and CEO, Fred Ryan, are constantly encouraging us to find new arenas of experimentation. The Random House collaboration is one of those important arenas.

Jon Meacham’s work at Random House is likewise a manifestation of someone obsessing over the question “What’s next?” Like people at POLITICO, he and his Random House colleagues are not content to live their lives in a defensive crouch, squinting longingly through the mist at a fast receding golden era. Far better to aim to create a new golden era based on the abundant publishing opportunities that exist in the here and now.

Optimism in the media business is partly a choice—a matter of willpower. But it is more than that. It is true, undeniably, that the digital age has not on balance been friendly to long-form narrative and argument. The Web has instead put a premium on speed, brevity, and monomania for the story of the moment. No problem with that, I must hasten to add, as editor of a publication that has prospered through speed, brevity, and monomania. But I agree strongly with a view advanced by my colleague Jim VandeHei: these traits, while absolutely necessary on certain types of stories, no longer constitute a distinctive comparative advantage. In the age of Twitter, there are virtually infinite competitors on these fronts. A publication like POLITICO must harness its future to original content that cannot easily be replicated by competitors. We have seen many times of late—most recently during POLITICO’s reporting on Herman Cain’s travails with accusations of sexual harassment—the ability of enterprise reporting to “drive the conversation,” in the parlance of our newsroom, in national politics.

People in the new era, like those in the old era or in any era, like good stories. It is how we understand human experience and human character. This timeless truth is combining with technological advances—iPads and Kindles and their competitors—to make reading in-depth stories in electronic form a far more congenial experience. In sum: long-form narrative may be making a revival in the digital age. At least we are prepared to put some chips on that square.

If this volume works, it is in large measure due to the special chemistry between Evan and Mike. At first, their differences seem most striking. From the magazine world, Evan has been writing stories like this one his entire career. From a newspaper background, Mike grew up telling stories in staccato bursts. But these first-blush appearances can be misleading. Evan has an intensely topical and news-driven sensibility. We need car chases, he would sometimes say when describing what he wanted in the narrative. Mike, meanwhile, beneath his hard-news facade is not simply an in-the-moment reporter but one keenly perceptive of character and the long-term forces that shape any given day’s news.

We see the results of their journalistic rapport on every page of this chronicle of the opening phase of the 2012 contest, with its special emphasis on the Republican side: in the stories of Mitt Romney’s efforts to turn weakness into strength and claim the mantle of inevitability, to Rick Perry’s blastoff and (partial) return to earth as voters and donors alike came to inspect the goods, the Cain imbroglio, and even the fateful decisions of people like Sarah Palin and Haley Barbour not to run for president. As Barbour discovered, there’s nothing quite like reading a campaign “oppo report” on yourself.

What Mike and Evan do in this first volume is what we try to do every day at POLITICO: defend and vindicate traditional journalism and its cardinal values, even while updating the craft for the new age we live in.

That they do it so well is one more reason for optimism—and for more experimentation—about the future of things we care about.

—John F. Harris, Editor-in-Chief


 

When Mitt Romney ran for president the first time around, in 2008, he started out too cocky and wound up gun-shy. One day, as he was getting off a plane shuttling between Iowa and New Hampshire, turning to Stuart Stevens, the latest in a series of consultants who seemed to come and go in the Romney campaign, Romney said, “You know, I’ve done stuff in my life. I started companies, I ran companies, I ran the Olympics, and was governor. This is the hardest thing I’ve ever done by, like, twenty times.” Romney laughed ruefully and said, “I just had no idea. Why didn’t somebody tell me?” Stevens, who had been working in presidential campaigns since 1996, said, “Yeah, it’s a monster. You didn’t ask me.”

Recalling this story four years later, as Romney seemed headed for the GOP nomination in 2012, a Romney adviser said, “You just have to accept the fact that no one gets elected president without being humiliated.” Not only did Romney not mind being humiliated, he didn’t mind doing virtually whatever it took to win.

In a sense, Romney never really stopped running. The Romney 2012 campaign was born in February 2008, when Senator John McCain forced Romney out of the race by taking Super Tuesday. Romney immediately started campaigning for McCain—in part, to win friends if he needed them for 2012.

Romney confidants now talk about how lucky they were that he lost in 2008: you’re not going to win a pure personality contest with Barack Obama if you’re Mitt Romney. To win in 2012, his advisers knew, he needed a crowded race for the nomination to dilute the competition, and he needed the election to be about the economy. “If it was, he would win,” an adviser recalled. “If it wasn’t, he would lose.”

Romney, who made his fortune by turning around companies that were in precarious financial shape, saw himself as fundamentally data-driven. He wanted to see if Barack Obama was beatable before deciding, for certain, whether to run in 2012. Shortly after Election Day, Romney was cruising the Caribbean with conservative activists while Washington and much of the nation swooned over the new president. True, Obama looked pretty unbeatable, but things change fast in politics. “Give him a year,” Romney told a friend.

The dawn of 2009 was supposed to inaugurate a new political age. After a decade of war and a year of epic economic collapse, a young Democratic president unscarred by the cultural conflicts of the Clinton years promised a “post-partisan” ethos for a world more familiar with Facebook than with FDR. Conservatism was said to be dead.

Except it wasn’t. Beginning in early 2009, dispirited Republicans, exhausted by the George W. Bush regime, decided that while the presidency may have seemingly come easily to Barack Obama, nothing else would. The new president was under sustained assault from the start. From the initial stimulus bill and then with the health care battle, Obama faced an implacable GOP opposition and a dissatisfied Democratic Party. The left wing thought him too timid; the centrists, watching the rise of the Tea Party and mourning the political deaths of Blue Dogs and other moderate colleagues, believed him too liberal.

At least since Theodore White began his Making of the President series in 1960, Americans have tended to see campaigns for the White House in the most ancient of narrative terms, as an odyssey in which the protagonists undergo a series of tests in search of the ultimate prize. (Politicians like to see themselves in this light, too: two centuries ago Thomas Jefferson referred to the Founders as “Argonauts of old.”) In this first installment of the Playbook 2012 eBook series, the seekers range from Obama himself, in the White House amid crisis after crisis, to Mitt Romney, shrewdly staying out of the second-by-second Web wars while slowly building support the old-fashioned way: Lincoln Day dinner by Lincoln Day dinner, congressional-race funder appearance by congressional-race funder appearance. And there were the flavors of the month (or week), manifestations of a profound American uneasiness with the pervasive sense of drift and decline that Obama has failed to change.

The experiences of men such as Haley Barbour and Tim Pawlenty shed light on the perils, absurdities, and realities of running for the highest office. Campaigns are the most human of undertakings—exhausting and brutal, yet thrilling and irresistible.

The rebirth of the right is an extraordinary tale. By historical standards it was a rapid shift, on par with the 1966 conservative backlash against Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society after the 1964 landslide. And as conservatives well know, that drama ended with the election of a Republican president in 1968.

This eBook tells the story not only of the last three months or weeks but of the last three years. Setting out, we asked the most basic question of all: how did American politics get from the “there” of a new Age of Obama to the “here” of a resurgent right? Part of the answer is cultural: Americans tend to elect Republican presidents, not Democratic ones. (In the last three quarters of a century, only two Democrats, FDR and Clinton, have been reelected; four Republicans have.)

The bloodless Romney’s ruthless, disciplined campaign appeared built to last, while his more colorful opponents rose and fell, distracting fire from Romney and allowing him to build his machine quietly. The swashbuckling Perry team misjudged their man and the moment at every turn, and the also-rans didn’t have what it takes. (You will read later about candidates who wanted days off—a natural human reaction to the grind of a campaign, but presidential contests are about overcoming natural human reactions.) When Haley Barbour, Mitch Daniels, and Chris Christie got out, Romney essentially had the nomination and big Republicans were left pining for what might have been. They know that a Romney-Obama general election will be almost a mechanical effort to turn out voters.

Here is the tale of how the right fought back to even (or better) with Obama—the intrigues and the plotting, the ground games and the quests for cash. It is the story of what’s happening behind the scenes, but also the story of who we are right now—and what we may be becoming.

    *      *      *



    Obama’s positive rating, which started in the mid-60s, fell throughout 2009 and into 2010. His negative rating, which started in the low 20s, steadily rose. The lines crossed in mid-2010. Unemployment stood stubbornly over 9 percent. Pundits visiting the White House began to hear a note of self-pity in the explanations of the Obama spinners. Privately, Obama began to identify with George H. W. Bush, a one-termer who was slowly being redeemed by history. Obama often invited Bush 41 to the White House when the former president was in town and would call him from time to time, just to talk. He awarded Bush the Presidential Medal of Freedom along with another father figure: Warren Buffett.


    *      *      *


Shortly before Christmas in December 2010, the Romney clan and top advisers met in the living room of Romney’s house in La Jolla, California, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Ann Romney, who already suffered from MS, had been laid low by radiation treatment for early stages of breast cancer, but she was doing better. Her husband had been cagey about his plans for 2012, even inside his own family. “I might not do this, Tagg,” Romney had been telling his oldest son. “You keep assuming that I’m going to do this, but I might not.”

Stuart Stevens, who had been holding informal strategy sessions with Romney’s inner circle in Washington, gave a presentation. Frugality and discipline were the themes; there would be no replay of Romney’s high-spending, scattershot 2008 campaign. Stevens told the group that Romney 2.0 would be lean and mean. Still shaken by the 2008 debacle, some of Romney’s advisers had their doubts. “Are we completely crazy?” one recalled thinking. Romney himself had seemed more Zen-like in the aftermath of his failed first run. “He wasn’t like, Hey, I’ll never be president, and he wasn’t like [Richard] Nixon, You’ll never have Romney to kick around,” recalled one adviser, who would visit Romney from time to time. Romney was trying to write a book about what he believed. “He’d be sitting at his kitchen table, writing away and happy as a clam,” the adviser recalled. “The game came to him. I don’t think there’s any way to imagine that he’d be running if there was a decent economy—no way.”

The book, No Apology: The Case for American Greatness, seemed to give Romney a sense of purpose and even comfort. He wrote it at his kitchen table in Belmont, Massachusetts, and sitting on the beach at his waterfront home in La Jolla (born in Michigan, educated at Stanford, Brigham Young University, and Harvard business and law schools, Romney has had homes in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Utah, and California). Aides had hired a writer for him, but Romney was so possessive about the project that the guy was eventually sidelined. (“The thought was Mitt would sit down with a writer, give him ideas, and then the writer would put some words on paper and then Mitt would edit,” said the aide. “It didn’t work that way, even slightly. The writer wrote a chapter and Mitt completely rewrote it, and then the writer wrote another chapter and Mitt completely rewrote it, and then we were like, You know, why don’t we do it in reverse? Why doesn’t Mitt write a chapter and you kind of buff it up? It was sort of painful, awkward, but the guy was great. He was like, Sure.” He became a glorified fact checker.)

At the La Jolla confab that December, Mitt and Ann Romney never said so explicitly, but the others could tell it was a “go.” Romney instantly became the GOP front-runner. “If he wins,” marveled a top southern operative who supports Romney, “he will have completely stolen the nomination. He is a northeastern Republican governor with a reputation for moderate-to-liberal tendencies on things that matter a lot to what is essentially a southern-western party right now.”


        *      *      *


Democrats and even a few Republicans hoped that the end of the George W. Bush years meant an end to Karl Rove, the Bush adviser who won in 2000 and 2004 but who could not devise a political strategy to avoid the 2006 midterm defeats for Republicans or raise Bush’s ratings in the final years of the presidency. And in fact Rove seemed plenty happy in his new life as a columnist, author, and Fox News Channel expert. But in April 2010, at his modest home on Weaver Terrace in Northwest D.C., Rove served his favorite chicken pot pie lunch to a score of his fellow Republican operators, figuring out how, in effect, to create a shadow political juggernaut to raise money for the Republicans. The way had been opened three months earlier by Citizens United, a Supreme Court ruling allowing unlimited donations to political action committees.

By the summer of 2010, Rove was secretly flying around the country for a new organization called American Crossroads, harvesting checks from wealthy donors. An organizer ticked off the bounty: “A $4 million check, a $3.5 million check, a bunch of million-dollar checks, a $7 million check that came in the form of a $5 million check and two $1 million checks, and one $10 million contribution that came in tranches of $2.5 million. And I think $69 million of our money came in contributions of $100,000 or more.” When one Californian asked Rove what his cut was and was told it was zero, the wealthy patron doubled his gift.

The first employee of American Crossroads was a well-connected Washington operator named Steve Law. Shortly after Obama’s inauguration, Law, chief counsel of the Chamber of Commerce, had been sitting in a kabob place on Route 7 in the Virginia suburbs, half watching MSNBC, when he noticed something. The cable network was running a split screen, showing President Obama on one side, exhorting Congress to pass an economic stimulus bill. On the other side was “a rolling scroll of all the junk that was in the bill,” recalled Law. “I thought, you know, if MSNBC, definitely not a Republican-oriented station, is even starting to nick this guy—I wondered: he just started all of a sudden looking like a politician.” Law quit his job and, for the half the salary, became the head of American Crossroads.

The new organization got a boost when it was publicly attacked by President Obama in October of 2010. “When the president of the United States called us out, it was a tipping point where the pledged donations came in, the folks on the fence came off the fence, and folks who had previously been prospects suddenly started writing very large checks,” said Jonathan Collegio, Law’s number two at American Crossroads. “We raised $13 million in two days.” So, we asked, Did Obama ensure your longevity? “He did,” answered Collegio.


            *      *      *



                What It Takes, Richard Ben Cramer’s book about the 1988 presidential election, documented the physical, mental, and emotional toll of running for president. The book has taken on a cult status among political aficionados, in part because it shows the human cost of running for president and the extreme dedication required to win.

In the 2012 campaign for the GOP nomination, one candidate steadily plowed ahead. Mitt Romney was boring at times, almost invisible much of the time, but his campaign was essentially error-free and unflappable. The others self-destructed in memorable, sometimes colorful ways.

*      *      *


Haley Barbour’s campaign-in-waiting for the Republican nomination was so far advanced in the winter of 2011 that his staffers had looked at houses in Jackson, the capital of Mississippi and putative Barbour campaign headquarters. They had planned each stop of the announcement tour, starting at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, in California, hitting New Hampshire, Iowa, and South Carolina, and winding back home to Jackson for a hero’s welcome and mega-fundraiser. A Washington operative who was likely to join the team had even planned an all-Google technology infrastructure, to save money using free tools, but also to create the unlikely profile of Haley Barbour, tech-savvy. The Mississippi governor and head of the Republican National Committee was a prodigious fundraiser. He had even begun to eat and drink less, shedding twenty pounds. (Though even Barbour himself joked that his idea of cutting back was less bourbon and more Cabernet.)

But there was a catch. Following the practice of many campaigns, Barbour’s advisers had collected “oppo,” opposition research on their own candidate. “It was a big file,” recalled one adviser. Flashing red lights included foreign clients of Barbour’s lobbying business. “The assumption was: if we can find it within ten or twelve weeks, then we have to assume that already The Washington Post, The New York Times, POLITICO, or The Wall Street Journal already have this or will have this.” Some of the material was so embarrassing that Barbour was briefed in private. “There was a decision made that we would not be together as a group to present it to him. We thought that was disrespectful and unbecoming of what a professional team should do. So Scott [Reed, Barbour’s chief adviser] was the only one to take the file and go present it to Haley privately, just the two of them,” said the adviser. “He took it like a man,” Reed told the others. Not long after, in late April, Barbour decided not to run.

*      *      *


Callista Gingrich, a former staffer on the House Agriculture Committee and Newt Gingrich’s third wife, was deeply involved in her husband’s professional life. Gingrich had given control of his communications company to Callista, easing out his daughter, who had been in charge for the prior decade. Gingrich’s aides say that Callista is cheerful and smiling. “She’s not the Wicked Witch of the West. She’s a nice person. She was fun to be around,” said one. But she is a perfectionist and demanding. She insisted that aides follow her revisions of routine memos to the letter. (“When I send you changes, I expect them to be made.”) She wanted to fly on private planes, but not just any plane—only ones she deemed safe (a Hawker 800 or a Citation 10). At the same time, she threw Newt’s down-to-the-minute schedule off track. “Well, you know, women want to go back to the hotel and freshen up and things like that, and that’s understandable, but freshening up to me is, you know, fifteen minutes, and there were times when it was forty-five minutes or an hour, and that was problematic,” said an adviser.

After making a lot of money giving speeches and writing books, Gingrich may have become accustomed to a certain lifestyle. Certainly Callista was. In the early summer of 2011, just as the campaign was getting going, Gingrich took his wife on a Greek cruise. At about the same time, it came out that Gingrich had kept a line of credit of close to half a million dollars at Tiffany & Co. to buy gifts for his wife. Already frustrated, Gingrich’s top advisers were further exasperated when Callista refused to let her husband spend a full week campaigning in Iowa. “It’s not how you run a presidential campaign,” a former aide said. “You can’t do it as a day here and a day there—you’ve got to dedicate the time.” Advisers planned an intervention, a massive confrontation, with aides and advisers flying in from around the country. The message was that Gingrich was going to have to leave the campaign to the professionals and stop listening to Callista. He was going to have to spend more time in the early states—and stay overnight, which she wouldn’t like. He was going to have to downsize the campaign—“live off the land,” as an adviser put it—and stop giving in to her demands that he attend so many screenings of a Gingrich Productions movie that he had been promoting on the side. But this adviser decided that a big come-to-Jesus meeting could backfire. “He would get his back up,” the adviser said. So just a couple of aides met with Gingrich so he wouldn’t be put on the spot in front of a group—but he was incensed, anyway. The session was over in twenty minutes. Sam Dawson, the campaign’s strategist, called Rick Tyler, Gingrich’s spokesperson, on his cell phone to say everyone was quitting. “We’re done and the state teams have left,” Dawson said. Gingrich did not ask them to stay.

*      *      *


Tim Pawlenty was in some ways an obvious choice: a genial, successful midwestern governor, an evangelical Christian with strong ties to the right. He comes across as “Minnesota nice.” Some say his wife, Mary, is the more forceful partner.

For campaign manager, Pawlenty hired a twenty-eight-year-old operative named Nick Ayers. The young Ayers insisted on total control. “His point of view was, If I come to you with advice, you will do what I say,” said a person who participated in the negotiations to hire him. One of Ayers’s first moves was to cut Mary Pawlenty out of scheduling decisions and debate preparation, leaving the candidate caught between his manager and his wife. She was especially upset when he took her off several campaign email chains. Headquarters staffers, particularly women, were not happy with Ayers. He would bark orders (“Move those calls!”) at the slightest scheduling mishap. One young woman was near tears after Ayers summoned her to his office to talk about “Medicare” and berated her for the next twenty minutes. Ayers accused her of telling a reporter that he had talked openly of the possibility that Michele Bachmann was taking “happy pills.” Ayers had made the “happy pills” remark about Bachmann in front of several staffers, and the woman has told colleagues she was not the leaker.

Pawlenty was not a scintillating campaigner, so advisers hired two “style coaches”: how to sit forward in the chair when being interviewed, how to hold his hands, how to speak more dynamically.

The coaching never quite took. He began shouting to show anger he didn’t really feel, and botched his best chance to attack his chief rival, Mitt Romney. The day before the second GOP debate in June 2011, Pawlenty had declared on Fox News, “President Obama said that he designed Obamacare after Romneycare and basically made it Obamneycare.” At the debate, an audience member asked Pawlenty about health care. Hoping for an onstage confrontation between Pawlenty and Romney, the moderator, CNN’s John King, kept trying to get Pawlenty to repeat his “Obamneycare” remark. Pawlenty whiffed at the chance, and the pundits immediately branded him as feckless.

What was going on in Pawlenty’s mind? In early October, Pawlenty sat down with us at Evan Thomas’s dining room table in Washington to describe what it’s actually like to be a presidential candidate. Pawlenty tried to re-create his thought process, what churned through his mind as he stood onstage. Using an expression familiar to weekend golfers, who are supposed to keep simple thoughts in their mind as they swing, Pawlenty began:

“The consultants say, If you get a question from the screen, you’ve got to answer the person on the screen because otherwise it’s disrespectful of the citizen. So whatever her name is gets up on the screen and says, I have a health care question. So my first swing thought is, I’ve got to answer the screen. So I say to the woman, Betty or Nancy or whatever your name is, that’s a great question about health care, and I’m doing that [answering by talking about Obamacare], and John King doesn’t want to hear any of that. He wants to hear me whack Romney. So he interrupts me the first time and says, Well, what about this thing you said about Romney and what you called ‘Obamneycare?’ And then I start to whale on Obama because my second swing thought is, After you do the screen, no matter what question you get, you’ve got to whale on Obama because the base loves that, and they like nothing better than when you criticize Obama and then pivot to whatever point you’re going to make. So I’m thinking, Screen, whale Obama, nick Mitt. So this is my three-point swing thought, so I’m through swing thought one on the screen, and King’s interrupted me. When I’m into swing thought two about Obama, he doesn’t want to hear that, either. He wants me to nick Mitt, and I’m fully prepared to do it, and we get into this awkward, I’m trying to say something, he’s trying to get me to get to the point. At that point I’m focused on Obama, and I thought it was a legitimate point to whale on Obama, but I decided to stay with that and not finish it with Mitt.”

Phew. Pawlenty later conceded that his wife had urged him not to go after Romney with the “Obamneycare” line, which was swing thought number four, and, possibly, the one that really bollixed him.

One of Pawlenty’s top advisers questioned whether the candidate’s heart was really in the race. Pawlenty always seemed to want to get back to the hotel to see if there was a good hockey game he could watch in the sports bar with his body man, this adviser said. On the day before the Ames, Iowa, straw poll on August 13, 2011, which the Pawlenty team had targeted as make-or-break, with thousands of hands still to shake, Pawlenty wanted to quit early, said this adviser. His spokesman, Alex Conant, did not dispute this, though he offered a more benign explanation. “Unlike every candidate I’ve ever worked for, he wanted to make sure that there was ample downtime and that the days were not so long that by the end of them he was not making sense anymore,” said Conant.

In his interview with us, Pawlenty said, “The idea we sloughed off is complete BS.” Pawlenty was eager, however, to drop out of the race if he badly lost the Ames straw poll. He did not want to have a big campaign debt. On the eve of the straw poll, Pawlenty’s wife, Mary, confronted campaign manager Ayers in their hotel suite. “What happens if we get out on Sunday morning?” she asked. “Is there going to be debt?” Ayers answered, “No.” Pawlenty finished a distant third and dropped out of the race.

As he drove home from Iowa, he received a stream of consoling phone calls from well-wishers, like George H. W. Bush (a fan) and Mitt Romney, who was angling for T-Paw’s endorsement. Then one of the people riding in the car heard Pawlenty exclaim, “I don’t even know what to say about that. That’s jaw-dropping.” Riding in the backseat, his wife, Mary, was suddenly alert. She began asking her husband, “What? What? What? What are you saying?” Pawlenty looked crestfallen. He explained that he had just learned that the campaign was more than a half million dollars in the red.

Mary Pawlenty believed that Ayers had flat-out lied about the campaign debt. (Ayers denied this.) The campaign office had been so dysfunctional in the early going that Pawlenty probably would have fired Ayers, but Ayers had been on the campaign such a short time that it would have made the candidate look weak.

*      *      *


Ed Rollins, Michele Bachmann’s chief strategist, remained skeptical even after he was retained. She left their get-to-know-you meeting in Manhattan to do Fox News, and stuck him with the check. “Not only did I give free advice,” he later complained, “I paid thirty bucks for a cup of coffee.” (Bachmann had met Rollins at AJ Maxwell’s Steakhouse, a high-priced midtown restaurant.)

At that first meeting in October 2010, Rollins insisted to Bachmann, as Ayers had to Pawlenty, that he would have to exercise total control over the campaign. (Veteran political strategists generally cannot abide candidates who try to micromanage their own campaigns.) Bachmann “didn’t respond,” Rollins recalled. “I would say, what it was, it was like a first date and neither of us cared whether we had a second date.” But a few days later, Bachmann called Rollins and said, “I want you to do the campaign. I will give you total control.”

Rollins put together a small, tightly controlled operation—at times, a phantom campaign. Her red-white-and-blue bus emblazoned with “Michele Bachmann” drove around Iowa without her aboard, giving the impression that she was everywhere (she often had to be back in Washington casting votes in Congress). Rollins himself worked from 7 A.M. to 11 P.M., sometimes later. Despite her hands-off pledge, Bachmann would email him at all hours. “She was kind of a high-strung candidate,” recalled Rollins. “I found myself waking up at 2 A.M., and my beeper going off, and her emailing me on stupid little things.” Bachmann would be upset by some small glitch or setback, said Rollins—“You know, this particular pastor went for Pawlenty.”

Rollins, sixty-eight, was recovering from a stroke in November 2010 that has left him with a slight limp when he gets tired. After a few weeks of the Bachmann campaign, his wife, Shari, was blunt with him: “You’re going to die. You’re going to have a heart attack or another stroke—and she ain’t gonna be president, so why are you doing this?” Meanwhile, Rollins’s sixteen-year-old daughter was uncomfortable with Bachmann’s stance on gay rights. She was saying to him, recalled Rollins, “You know, I’ve got 450 kids on my Facebook who are writing me little notes about who your daddy is working for.”

Bachmann, meanwhile, “always bitched about the scheduling,” recalled Rollins. “The weekend of the hurricane [Irene, August 27–28], she wanted to go on vacation. She was getting worn out from the campaign trail, she wanted a day off every week totally free of everyone, and she wasn’t making her finance calls [calls to potential campaign donors, critical to presidential campaigning].” Bachmann wanted to spend $300,000 to compete in the September 24 Florida straw poll, a waste of time and money as far as Rollins was concerned. When another Bachmann aide insisted to Rollins that the candidate should go for the straw poll, saying that former Florida governor Jeb Bush had told Bachmann she could win the state, Rollins threatened to play the sort of hardball at which political consultants delight. According to Rollins, he told the aide, “I’ll tell you, the quickest way to stop that is I’ll go leak that story to POLITICO. I’ll go tell Maggie [Haberman, a POLITICO reporter] that Governor Bush basically said that you [meaning Bachmann] could win Florida, and you’ll see how long it takes him to drop that rumor real quick.”

In early September, Bachmann, who continued to avoid making fundraising calls herself, wanted to fire two of her fundraisers. That was it for Rollins. “I don’t need this shit,” he told her over the phone. “Let me give you thirty days’ notice.” The next day Bachmann called him at campaign headquarters and said, “If you’re going to leave you might as well leave now.”

*      *      *


While Gingrich and Bachmann were losing staff and Pawlenty was fizzling out, Sarah Palin remained sure she could win. “In our small group, there was no question that she would win the nomination,” one of her closest advisers recalled. At a meeting at the new Palin home in Arizona in early summer, the Palin team talked about potential campaign consultants and war-gamed how to raise money for a race.

Palin herself was obsessed with running, said the adviser. “She wanted to be updated moment to moment” on the race, said the adviser, just in case she suddenly decided to take the plunge. He marveled at “the intensity and detail that she knew about all the candidates, all the process, all the debates, everything that went on. I read Playbook every morning and [the] Drudge [Report] and POLITICO, refresh every hour and keep up on the blogs and try to keep track of everything that’s going on, but many times I was caught off guard by her having more information than I do.”

At one point, Palin, who is privately shy and introverted despite her public brassiness, complained to aides that Mitt Romney had somehow “rigged” the primary schedule to favor his candidacy, although she was never quite clear how. Determined to be an idol of the masses, Palin wanted to protect her turf from all intruders, including Donald Trump, the first and least serious of the early front-runners. Looking for a good catfight, the press played up her rivalry with Michele Bachmann and Palin’s apparent intent to upstage Bachmann by appearing in Iowa just as the congresswoman was announcing her candidacy. But Palin insiders say that she wasn’t particularly insecure about Bachmann, that the Palin v. Bachmann smackdown was mostly a media creation.

Still, she was upset when a reporter caught her by surprise with the news that Bachmann had won the Ames straw poll. “We were in Dixon, Illinois,” a longtime aide recalled. “I told [her husband] Todd but I had not told her. An NBC reporter jumped out of a bush somewhere, popped a question at her—it just literally had just happened. So they were clearly tracking us, waiting to get the response. And I hadn’t told her yet. I should have said something.” A scolding followed. She was frustrated “that [she] was caught off guard, didn’t know the information. [The] schedule should have been such that we were watching the straw poll results, as opposed to doing some other activity.” For each debate, Palin insisted on having a place to watch if she was on the road, and afterward wanted to deconstruct the debate with advisers.

Some Palin advisers wanted her to run, even if briefly and quixotically, to renew her fans’ loyalty. People around the Palins felt they had been signaled to be ready to go, but aides were disappointed when Palin’s road trips in August didn’t seem to generate much excitement. They were planning on running a few small tests in September to measure her fundraising ability, but it was too late. Palin announced she would not run on October 5.

*      *      *


New Jersey governor Chris Christie knew he wasn’t ready, and repeatedly resisted what was one of the most intensive lobbying efforts anyone in Republican politics could recall. Encountering Christie in the skybox of New York Jets owner Woody Johnson, George W. Bush told the governor: “You got what it takes to do this if you want to do it.” Witnesses said the encounter was a little awkward because Johnson is one of Mitt Romney’s national chairmen.

In July, fifty of the most prized donors in national politics, including several hedge fund billionaires who are among the richest people in the world, schlepped to a Manhattan office or hovered around speakerphones as their host, venture capitalist Ken Langone, a co-founder of the Home Depot, implored Christie to reconsider. The governor declined eloquently and firmly, as paraphrased by a close source for POLITICO Playbook readers at the time: “I’m not running, but I came because Langone is so aggressive, he basically just physically shook me into doing it. I’ve weighed this carefully; I didn’t dismiss it out of hand. There were four considerations. 1) One question was: Where’s my wife? She’s not enthused. 2) The second is: I looked ahead at the potential for two years of running, and not seeing my kids. If I won, six years of not seeing them. If I won a second term, ten years of not seeing them. Missing my kids growing up is a big deal to me, and it was a big reason. The wife was the biggest. The children were the second. 3) I’m staying in New Jersey. I am not just going to quit halfway through my term. The people trusted me, and I feel like I owe that trust and faith some fidelity. 4) And fourth: Could I win? Could I really do it? I think I would win—not saying I would win, but I could win. I brought my oldest son today because, first of all, I wanted him to wake up early. [Laughter] And, second of all, to have to put on his one suit and tie. [More laughter] But I wanted him to listen because if I did run, which I’m not going to—but if I did in the future—it’s going to affect him. There’s six people in the family—I’m just one. I recognize that not all of you would immediately commit, but it certainly makes me realize that if I were to run, and had this group behind me, I certainly wouldn’t have any problem raising money.”

*      *      *


Until the fall of 2011, many of the big moneymen in the Republican establishment stood on the sidelines, reluctant to throw in with Romney. They hoped, vainly, for an alternative. But some of the significant financial types who gather checks and bundle them together into sizable campaign donations saw a different, more effective Romney emerging as a candidate. One of the fundraisers, an important Washington lobbyist—call him “the Bundler”—spoke with us (anonymously) about Romney 2.0.

The Bundler had not been a Romney insider. He had raised money for John McCain, the GOP nominee in 2008. But “early in the midterm cycle”—by late 2009—it was obvious to the Bundler that “Romney was going to run again because he was frenetically active and the [Romney] PAC was so aggressive at raising money.” The Bundler, in effect, decided to make an early bet on Romney. He saw weaknesses but, over time, real strengths as well that were not readily apparent to outsiders.

“Romney has greater self-awareness than any presidential candidate I’ve worked with since Reagan,” said the Bundler (who has worked with several). “Reagan, although people thought he wasn’t self-aware, was very self-aware. He was aware of the importance of how he dressed, how he looked, how he sounded, what he was conveying to people without opening his mouth as well as with what he said. And he was very aware of what people thought of him, an actor and a lightweight, and then thought after he was governor that he was too conservative. Mitt is a very self-aware person, and he takes criticism and suggestions of his style, of his campaign tactics and techniques, much more readily than most other candidates, who have a natural defensive reaction to that.”

The “biggest change,” observed the Bundler, was that Romney learned to be more disciplined and to have a clear message based on “things he truly believed in so he didn’t have to think about how he felt.” The Bundler pointed to the fact that Romney actually wrote his own campaign book. “You can tell if you read it because it has that tortured syntax that is characteristic of Romney,” said the Bundler (“characteristic of a lot of finance guys, by the way,” he added).

Romney learned to stay on message and avoid the tempting but pointless tit-for-tat squabbles that are the prime ingredient of cable TV news. “The Romney campaign of ’08, I can tell you from the McCain side, we would send them chasing off after all kinds of rabbits, and they chased every one of them. After a while it was a game,” said the Bundler, who was particularly impressed that Romney did not succumb to the temptation to swipe at Jon Huntsman’s campaign. The Huntsman and Romney families are rival power centers in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, but Romney knew well enough to leave Huntsman alone—at under 2 percent in most polls, Huntsman was only a real threat if Romney made him one. “As much as Huntsman was a bee buzzing in his ear, he was told not to swat at it and he didn’t.”

The Bundler also noticed a new toughness in Romney. Not uncommonly, big donors want something for their checks—not in the way of a quid pro quo, but at least the chance to tell the candidate what he is doing wrong and how to run his campaign. The Bundler, who often set up these big donor meetings, recalled, “We’d be going to recruit an important fundraiser and the person would be pushing in on stuff, and they’d have a real discussion, but if the guy or woman was being ridiculous, unfair, the old Mitt would have been, Gee, you’re making great points here, I’ve really got to take that to heart. The new Mitt is, Well, we’ve made those changes and I’ve explained to you what they are. Now, if you’re not comfortable with that, maybe I’m not the guy for you to support.” The Bundler was with Romney, seeking donations, when some Wall Street moneymen, seeking a return on investment, were pushing him to support a particular investment tax break. Romney said no; it was a mistake to try to engineer prosperity through new tax breaks when what was needed was more certainty in the business climate.

In 2008, said the Bundler, Romney had “only his inner circle of advisers and he had too many of them. He drew no boundaries and he had no toughness, which is why he pandered to everybody because he didn’t say no to anybody. This time around, he’s a much better candidate because he’s got the boundaries and the toughness but still the openness. Very hard thing to pull off.”

*      *      *


As other candidates flailed about in the spring and summer of 2011, Romney ran a low-key, almost stealthy campaign. He quietly but methodically visited small towns in northern and western New Hampshire where John McCain had staged a comeback in 2008 by working the barbershops and VFW halls. Romney “looks like the guy who fired you,” said Mike Huckabee in 2008, so now Romney was trying to be more approachable. He took off his tie and wore blue jeans with his starched shirts. Romney rarely said anything of note, offering bland utterances and ducking controversial subjects when reporters tried to corner him.

Romney could laugh at the absurdity of campaigning. “He finds it, on some level, funny,” said an adviser. “He sort of grasps the deep and sometimes dark humor of it.” Romney’s sense of humor sometimes shows in an odd, teenage boy sort of way. He likes practical jokes. On a trip to Florida, while he was governor, a state trooper in his protective detail, acting like a prankster in a college dorm, short-sheeted the governor’s hotel bed. “Mitt decided to get back at him,” recalled an aide. He swiped some hotel stationery and wrote a letter from the hotel manager to the governor, apologizing for the badly made bed and saying that a chambermaid had been fired. Mitt showed the letter to the trooper, “who turned white,” according to the aide. In June, at a visit to Mary Ann’s Diner in Derry, New Hampshire, Romney lined up the waitresses for a photo with his arms around them. “Get closer,” he said, smiling, then suddenly jumped forward as if he had been goosed. “Just teasing,” he explained to reporters. He noted that, at a similar stop in his 2008 campaign, someone really had grabbed him in the rear end. He gave a hearty “Ha-ha-hah!” laugh.

Romney paced himself. A dutiful jogger, Romney runs three miles every morning, on jogging trails, on a treadmill in the gym, even around and around the hotel (often a Marriott), if there’s no place else to go. If he has a slice of pizza, he pulls the cheese off the top. Usually, Romney dines on turkey breast, rice, and broccoli, chased by water or maybe a Diet Coke. In South Carolina, for a big treat, he might visit a Bojangles’ for the fried chicken. Romney relished KFC, but pulled off the skin.

Romney’s campaign manager, Matt Rhoades, is a non-schmoozing, no-joking-around type who arrives in the office before seven every morning. (“He probably dreams Mitt Romney,” said one colleague. “His mood spans the range from A to B,” said another.) Remembering the waste of 2008, the campaign manager hired far fewer bodies this time around. The candidate himself is a notorious cheapskate. He puts duct tape around the fingers of torn ski gloves and likes to fly JetBlue. When it’s necessary to reroute Romney, he sometimes balks; he doesn’t like the fees imposed by airlines for changed reservations.

The Romney campaign is housed in the same former furniture store and law firm in Boston’s North End that headquartered the 2008 campaign. This time there are far fewer people; the money is being husbanded for future TV ads. Romney asked Washington consultants Stuart Stevens and Russ Schriefer to give up their other clients and move to Boston. In a ground-floor suite equipped with editing bays, Stevens can create ads and videos on the fly.

A senior Romney adviser claims that the candidate no longer sweats “the little things.” After getting roughed up in the press in 2008, “he understands that some days the front page of POLITICO isn’t always going to be positive Mitt Romney stuff. That doesn’t mean you’re not going to win the primary and win the election.”

But, of course, there are moments when the media pummeling hurts. Looking back, Romney campaign aides still wince over the beating handed out by the Wall Street Journal editorial page in early May, after Romney gave a speech laying out his “2012 principles for health reform.” The editorial began: “As everyone knows, the health reform Mr. Romney passed in 2006 as Massachusetts Governor was the prototype for President Obama’s version and gave national health care a huge political boost.… His failure to explain his own role or admit any errors suggests serious flaws both in his candidacy and as a potential president.” The WSJ editorial was a “low” in the campaign, conceded an aide. The health care issue had nagged at Romney’s advisers, more than they later cared to admit. Romney could hardly run away from Romneycare. His official governor’s portrait hanging in the statehouse shows a copy of the health care bill lying on his desk.

The campaign decided to make a virtue of not flip-flopping on health care. As a Romney aide later put it, with a touch of bravado and his own expletive, “He went out there and said, Hey, I’m not walking away. He told [reporter Brian] Mooney in the [Boston] Globe, I am proud of what I did. Go fuck yourself.” (What Romney actually said was: “Overall, it was a positive approach.… I’m proud of the fact we took on a real tough problem and moved the ball forward.”) Romney was always quick to add, however, that his first step as president would be to repeal Obamacare.

Romney’s health care speech in May, delivered with the sort of PowerPoint bullet points favored by business consultants, was a stylistic as well as a substantive flop. All the GOP candidates were mocking President Obama for using a TelePrompTer. Romney’s handlers decided it was time to dump the PowerPoint approach and to try to make the candidate appear spontaneous and unrehearsed. “Speeches are so yesterday, man,” said one adviser. On September 6, Romney gave a much more effective address on job creation, speaking, it seemed, almost off the cuff (his key points were emblazoned on the backdrop). Romney knew that he needed to be sensitive to the charge that he was a phony and a stiff, Bob Forehead–type caricature of a pol who reads woodenly from a handler’s script. In time, Romney learned to give speeches extemporaneously, using only a few notes to get him going.

Romney’s religion was another potential vulnerability. Romney is very active in the LDS church—he has been a Mormon leader, a lay bishop, in Massachusetts, and wrote a big check to build a new Mormon temple in his hometown of Belmont, Massachusetts, dedicated in 2000. The Romney camp anticipated smears and stood ready. “Someone takes a shot at the governor’s faith, we put a scarlet letter on them, RB, religious bigot,” said a senior adviser. But through the spring and summer of 2011, the attacks never came. (When a Dallas preacher who introduced Rick Perry at an October event proceeded to walk outside the hall and call Mormonism a “cult,” the reaction was mainly pro-Romney, or at least neutral, which was effectively pro-Romney.)

By September, the Romneyites were relieved that their man had survived what they feared to be the most threatening challenges. “I’ll tell you who really worried us was Governor Pawlenty,” said a senior adviser. “If he was able to run the tortoise campaign that he was running and win [the] Iowa [caucuses], surprise people and just win it, or even surprise people and come in a strong second, he was the candidate who could do Iowa and New Hampshire. We really felt like he was just perfect—he was the personality, he was the background, he was the candidate that could have done that. And so we had no desire to run against him in New Hampshire, especially if he was strong in Iowa. Governor Pawlenty can roll into a pool hall in New Hampshire and just grab a beer and connect with people, he just could.” But, the adviser said, with an almost rueful sympathy, “He got caught out in Iowa, man. I’ve been there. I’ve seen that. I’ve seen that movie.” In Iowa in 2008, after great effort and expense (about $10 million), Romney had been badly beaten in the caucuses by Mike Huckabee, which is one reason why Romney avoided the Iowa straw poll this time around.

Bachmann had missed her chance. Said the adviser: “After the straw poll, she should have shifted her focus on Perry, not done a victory lap on every Sunday show where she got, where the target was her.”

Governor Rick Perry of Texas was the real threat—or at least that’s what the pundits were saying as the pre-primary campaign turned into the backstretch after Labor Day. If he got in the race, the conventional thinking went, then the Tea Partyers would flock to the Texan, who was so anti–federal government and pro–states’ rights that he had once suggested that the Lone Star State consider seceding from the union. One Romney adviser ticked off all the reasons to worry about Perry, including the governor’s Texas financial base, but he observed: “One other thing to watch with Perry, though, is that we’re going to do really well with women, Republican women, and he won’t. He doesn’t poll well with women. He does with evangelical women. It’s the same old stuff, he’s a bit of a swaggering cowboy, and women have a real aversion to that. They want to date that guy in high school. They don’t want to marry him.”

The reverse implication was that women might not want to date Romney—and guys might not want to watch a game with him. But they were likely to see the stolid Romney as a more reliable long-term relationship than a former fighter jock good ol’ boy who still wore cowboy boots. The Romneyites were reasonably confident that Perry would beat himself. Still, they began quietly preparing a negative campaign to tear down Perry, just in case.

*      *      *


Perry finally decided to run in part because he could not abide Romney. “He basically told me, Hell, I’m not going to concede this thing to Mitt,” said one top political operative who often spoke, as he put it, “in depth” with Perry.

Asked if Perry disliked Romney, Perry’s chief strategist, Dave Carney, offered a roundabout answer, but one with a clear meaning. “Perry looks at things, particularly in politics, that when you say something … your word is important,” he began. The wide-waisted Carney, fifty-two, had rolled up to a Peterborough, New Hampshire, diner in a beat-up, cherry-red Ford Explorer with stickers on the back for the Perry campaign and the ConVal (New Hampshire) Regional High School Cougars, for whom his son plays football. Wearing shorts and a ball cap on a crisp fall morning, he ordered a three-egg omelet with sausage. Lounging on a bench, Carney was uncharacteristically inarticulate as he fumbled for a way to describe Perry’s attitude toward Romney. He finally settled on describing Romney as “just not his cup of tea, is the best way to say it.” So Romney and Perry were not going to be pals? “They are just different personalities and they really don’t have much in common,” responded Carney.

*      *      *


Perry’s entry into the race on August 13 was the biggest threat so far to Team Romney. The candidate himself seemed nonchalant. “He just kind of shrugged and said, Welcome to the race,” said Tagg Romney, the oldest of his five sons. “He was like this not just in public but in private.… One reason Dad is an effective problem solver is that he sees the downside in everything.… The reason he is so good at saving companies is that he thinks through all the bad things that could happen and he plans for the worst. And so he doesn’t get as down.”

Romney’s inner circle was feeling decidedly downbeat about the entry of a big-state governor with a common touch who had never lost in ten prior elections. But then campaign strategist Stuart Stevens came to headquarters holding a copy of Perry’s campaign book, Fed Up! Our Fight to Save America from Washington. Stevens announced: “Folks, you gotta read this book. He’s going to eliminate Social Security. He wants to return it to the states. No Republican has ever won on that.” Before long, the Romney aides were downloading the book from Amazon, looking for more incendiary views that could be used against Perry in the upcoming debates.

*      *      *


The Republican debate on September 7, staged at the Reagan Library in California beneath the looming presence of Ronald Reagan’s Air Force One, was Romney’s fourth debate in 2011 and his seventeenth presidential debate since 2007. In a nondescript conference room at his Boston headquarters, Romney had practiced three times, for two hours each time, while his inner circle, including Stevens, Russ Schriefer, Rhoades, and Beth Myers, a veteran loyalist who was said to be inside Romney’s brain, zinged questions and thought up answers. The prep team had been stripped down from the 2008 debate prep sessions, which had “looked like an introductory economics course at college,” recalled an adviser. Gone were the practice lectern and the giant briefing book. No one “stood in” for the opposing candidates. Even the businessman’s dress code had been abolished. Romney wore jeans and an open-necked shirt.

On the day of the debate, campaign manager Rhoades decreed that the candidate needed to be “chillaxed,” so Romney was isolated for a quiet pregame meal with his family. “We don’t talk politics. We don’t talk about the debate. We just talk,” said Tagg.

The debate was Rick Perry’s first on a national stage. He arrived at the Reagan Library at the last moment, worrying the MSNBC hosts. Perry finally burst into the hall declaring, “The new kid on the block!” As the debate began, the Texas governor, appearing onstage with a bright blue tie puffing from his enormous chest, was all swagger. Not backing off from Fed Up!, he assailed Social Security as a “monstrous lie” and a “Ponzi scheme.”

Perry boasted about his record creating jobs in Texas and turned on Romney to remind the audience that his rival not only came from a liberal state but had proved less effective than one of his liberal predecessors, Governor Michael Dukakis, the 1988 Democratic presidential nominee. “Michael Dukakis created jobs three times faster than you did, Mitt,” Perry said.

Romney smiled. “Well, as a matter of fact,” he replied, “George Bush and his predecessor created jobs at a faster rate than you did, Governor.”

The large audience burst into laughter.

Perry complained of feeling like a “piñata” as the other candidates batted away. With die-hard-right conservative audiences, the Texas governor won applause by defending his record of overseeing 234 executions (Brian Williams of NBC: “Have you ever lost sleep over that?” Perry: “No, sir, I’ve never struggled with that at all.”) But at a later debate in Orlando, he lost points with the audience by saying his opponents were heartless for wanting to deny college tuition tax breaks to the children of illegal immigrants. He looked tired and stumbled over his applause lines. Nodding at Herman Cain, the former businessman who was beginning to make his mark at debates with his “9-9-9” tax plan, Perry said he’d like to “mate him up” with Newt Gingrich. Standing next to Perry on stage, Romney gave a convincing mock wince. He coolly remarked that the debate that evening had produced a “couple of images I’m going to have a hard time getting out of my mind.”

After the Reagan debate, Romney adviser Ron Kaufman watched the video. Kaufman, a Washington lobbyist, was staying in the unfamiliar surroundings of a Courtyard by Marriott (“because we’re the cheap guys,” noted Kaufman, approving of the savings). Kaufman was practically purring over Romney’s timing. He compared him to Tom Brady, the veteran New England Patriots All-Pro quarterback. Romney’s crack about Perry and his job-creating predecessors had been rehearsed at debate prep, like almost all candidate quips, but Romney had found just the right moment to use it. He had come off sounding like Johnny Carson, Kaufman thought. Romney was not famous for making people laugh, but he was, without doubt, much improved over his 2008 debate persona, which had been stiff and humorless. Stuart Stevens had not hired anyone to coach Romney on his body language. He thought that “Do this, do that” instructions just made candidates self-conscious.

One political operative, a woman who had worked for George W. Bush and other leading Republicans, noticed something else about Romney. He seemed somehow more commanding, more manly, than he did four years ago, at once more relaxed and confident. On the other hand, she said, about half the Republican base “doesn’t want him.”

*      *      *


After entering the race in August, Perry immediately shot to the top of the polls, and for a moment at least, it looked as though he might be the man to beat Romney. At the Orlando debate, one of the organizers was startled when Perry appeared at the “mic check,” the ritual pre-debate walk-through for the candidates, looking worn out before the debate had even begun. The Perry camp was complaining that the debate time had been lengthened to two hours to accommodate another candidate, former New Mexico governor Gary Johnson. Appearing less than excited about the prospect of performing before a live audience of five thousand and a national TV audience of five million, Perry grumbled something to the effect of “It’s 24/7 from now until next November,” the organizer recalled. “He didn’t say, I’m getting tired. It was just sort of, Wow, this takes a lot of energy. It was, I’ve got to be doing this 24/7 for the next fourteen months, geez.” The organizer was surprised that Perry would be so open, griping on a stage surrounded by people he didn’t know (but who knew plenty of reporters).

The reviews of Perry’s debate performances in the mainstream press and the blogs were devastating. While Romney won A grades, Perry was given Cs and Ds. The Texas governor was soon dropping precipitously in the polls. As the debates followed one after another—the Reagan Library on September 7; Tampa, Florida, on September 12; and Orlando on September 22—Perry’s swagger faded into an odd passivity. More ominously, his fundraising began to freeze up.

David Carney, Perry’s chief strategist, was dismissive of the debates as a noisy sideshow. A former top Perry fundraiser was not so sanguine. “Dave Carney did not think the debates were very important because, in Texas, they’re not. In Texas, it doesn’t affect your major donors. If you have a bad debate, they don’t care,” she said. The Perry operation had raised more than $15 million quickly, about half from Perry’s deep Texas well of supporters. But after the Tampa debate and “definitely” after Orlando, the money was “flatlining,” said the fundraiser. The fundraiser, who left the campaign in early October, was an old pro who had worked on the national level in several elections before joining the Perry team when he announced. She found the Perry operation to be surprisingly provincial. At first, she was working out of the chief finance officer’s private home “with dogs running around,” she recalled. (“We would go out to the pool to take calls to get a little peace and quiet.”) When she offered suggestions, she was told, “That’s not how we do it here.” She would answer, “Well, you’ve never run for president before, but okay.”

She liked Perry. “He’s the most charming person you ever met. The first time I ever met him, I was really stricken, he has this—just this political gift that I’ve kind of heard about and never really seen up close, that everybody says Bill Clinton had. It’s the ability to connect with people immediately, and he does that very, very well. He’s warm and affectionate and he’ll work the room and hug everybody. He’s very good at finding things to connect with people on, if it’s sports or dogs or hunting.”

Perry, she said, liked to keep things at the “fluff/friendly level.” But that approach did not go over so well with some big donors, who expected answers on “big questions” and who felt entitled to spend time with the candidate, quizzing him.

In September, three days before the Orlando debate, the fundraiser took Perry to meet with some big donors in Florida. “They came prepared,” she recalled. “They were savvy, they were smart, and so they would come with lists of questions for him, and that surprised him.” She imitated Perry’s twangy voice asking, with genuine puzzlement, “Why do they need to know my position on global warming? Don’t they just like me?” She added, “Because I think everyone in Texas just likes him.”

The “worst example,” she said, was with Al Hoffman, a North Palm Beach businessman who was ambassador to Portugal in the George W. Bush administration. Twice serving as finance chairman of the Republican National Committee, Hoffman had the clout and connections to raise some $5 million for the Perry campaign, and his endorsement was worth even more as a signal to other big donors and fundraisers. “There could not be a bigger get,” said the fundraiser. Hoffman had “stayed on the sidelines and has not been crazy about Perry,” she said, but she persuaded him to meet with the candidate on his swing through Florida for the Orlando debate.

Hoffman came to a meeting with Perry brandishing a four-page list of sixteen questions, expecting a respectful audience and response. “[Hoffman’s] absolutely worth all the time in the world,” said the fundraiser. “Other candidates have said, Hey, come on the plane with me for a week. Let’s really spend time together.”

Perry chafed at even spending an hour with Hoffman. “I think he was tired and just feeling like, I have been in the race a month and I’m really ahead in the polls, and why are these people still demanding answers of me that I don’t have yet?” said the fundraiser.

Usually candidates go to Ambassador Hoffman at his Palm Beach mansion, so the fundraiser was a little embarrassed to insist that the ambassador come meet Perry in a conference room at the Kravis Center for the Performing Arts in West Palm Beach. (It wasn’t even a full conference room, she recalled, but “some little corner of it.”) She maneuvered to get more face time between Perry and Hoffman, making Perry twenty minutes late for a photo op. Perry just seemed peeved. “Sixteen questions?” Perry asked. “Can you believe the nerve? Can’t he go read about my positions on these things?” he said to Dave Carney, who seemed equally put out to have to kowtow to Hoffman.

At the meeting, Hoffman “kind of dropped the idea that, Well, sometimes I travel with the candidate. He didn’t ask, but he kind of let him know that he usually gets more than a thirty-minute meeting at the convention center,” said the fundraiser.

Later, on the plane flying—without Hoffman—from Palm Beach to Orlando, Perry turned to Carney and said, with a laugh, “He wants to come on the plane with us and talk. I don’t think that’s going to be happening.” Carney chuckled and said, “Yeah, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” By this time, the frustrated fundraiser was actually agreeing, because, as she put it, “the more time Ambassador Hoffman could have spent with Perry, the worse he would have come off.” Hoffman stayed neutral.

*      *      *


Courtship is the nature of politics. Voters, opinion makers, and donors must be wooed. Big donors like Al Hoffman like it that way. “Yeah, you’re always young and beautiful if you can raise the money,” Hoffman, seventy-seven, said. “You know, it’s sort of like a woman still proving that she’s attractive. Sort of gives you a great flattering sense of, I’m still there, I haven’t lost my magic touch.” Hoffman was forgiving toward Perry when he spoke to us. Notwithstanding all the macho bluster between Carney and Perry on the plane, according to Hoffman, the Perry camp had tried to get him on the plane after all, but he had begged off because of a medical procedure.

Perry, though, at times could be a winning courtier. In late September, a veteran political operative watched as Perry appealed for support from Steve Forbes, the magazine publisher who had run for president in 1996 and 2000 on a flat tax platform, When Perry entered Forbes’s conference room at the Forbes Building in downtown Manhattan, “I expected more of a Texas swagger, but it wasn’t there, not at all. There was no phoniness and no bravado at all,” said the operative, who was at the table. Perry seemed knowledgeable, in a low-key, even humble way. The political operative, a Forbes adviser, observed the mating dance between Perry and his target: “Typically, when it’s not going well, [Forbes] won’t say much. He kind of backs off, will talk in more generalities. Here he spoke a lot, asked a lot of questions, and then got into very minute detail. When he gets into the details, then you know he’s got him. And it wasn’t on the tax reform. In this case it happened to be on monetary policy and the gold standard versus a benchmark or basket of commodities. They were really getting into it, and it was like, ‘Oh God, he’s got him.’ ” Perry’s flat tax plan, announced a month later, was heavily influenced by Forbes.

*      *      *


Perry was not lazy, exactly. He could be very substantive when he had to be. But by the standards of modern presidential campaigning, he was a little too laid-back. Perry could be a lot of fun on the plane, recalled the fundraiser. He would crack jokes (“bad jokes … there was one about the fraternity and the animal”) and tell stories and look at family pictures on his iPad. His staff would “do silly things on the plane with him, like ask him who he thought was more attractive, Angelina Jolie or Jennifer Aniston. He said Angelina Jolie was evil, so he voted for Jennifer Aniston.” Perry also “prayed a lot.” The one thing he didn’t seem to do much of was work. The fundraiser never saw him read the paper or newspaper clips. Debate prep was relaxed, almost offhand. The fundraiser recalled one session when Perry and Carney discussed the flaws in “Race to the Top,” President Obama’s education reform plan:

“Carney said to the governor, Are you good on Race to the Top? And he said, Yeah, I think so, and then he launched into what would be his answer, and Carney suggested a tweak or [would] point this out. The governor tried it again and gave an answer, and they carried on about their day. That was the five minutes of debate prep that day.”

The Perry campaign had come into Orlando confident that the candidate would win the state GOP straw poll scheduled two days after the debate. At the debate, sponsored by Google and Fox at a giant arena near Walt Disney World, the fundraiser sat behind a group of Florida politicians and moneymen invited to join Anita Perry, the governor’s wife, near the front. After a few of Perry’s rambling answers, the fundraiser noted that Dean Cannon, the Speaker of the Florida House, was hanging his head. The fundraiser tried to cheer louder for Perry, “trying to make up for this, like his answers were actually good.”

Perry, who has long suffered from a bad back, underwent serious back surgery six weeks before he announced his campaign—spinal fusion and nerve decompression, including an injection of his own adult stem cells. As the campaign launched, he was suffering excruciating back pain. Medication could have contributed to some of his goofy on-camera lapses, and may have been part of the reason for a giggly speech in New Hampshire that went viral when an opponent posted an edited video making him look drunk. (When asked about pain medication and its possible effect on his performance, Perry told a San Francisco Chronicle reporter, “No. I have had spine surgery on the first of July, but you know, I ran this morning. I would’ve taken you out. It’s a beautiful run down this river.” One Perry official said, “What do you mean, ‘What about meds?’ He jogs three miles, four days a week. People who have back problems don’t take medication and jog three miles every four days.”)

A former campaign aide recalled: “Look, the guy is in extreme back pain all the time, and everybody could see that [at the disastrous debate in Orlando]. It’s a real physical problem for him.” For photo opportunities at fundraisers, aides were allowed to schedule just fifty “clicks” (individual photos with donors), rather than the seventy-five to a hundred that they would have preferred, “so that he doesn’t have to stand for more than thirty minutes,” the former aide recalled. “Because it’s standing still that hurts. If you watch him make a speech, he moves around a lot—he’s like an evangelical preacher, and part of that is because of his back. It’s more comfortable to be moving, but if you have to stand still and upright, it hurts like hell after about thirty minutes.” Most debates ran ninety minutes, posing a constant challenge of endurance as well as of oratory.

“I could even see that at the end of the photo ops. [He was saying,] Get these people in and out of here quickly, like I’ve got to move. I just think he was in excruciating pain having to stand for more than thirty minutes,” recalled the aide.

Perry was also suffering from insomnia. The fundraiser thought he should be taking sleeping pills, but was told he was not. (Perry later publicly admitted he had been tired, but Carney denied to us that the governor was having back trouble.)

The night after the debate, the fundraiser was sitting at the bar in the Peabody Hotel, nursing her wounds, when Rick Scott, the governor of Florida, approached. “Rough night last night?” asked Scott. The fundraiser tried to rally by saying that “Perry knocked it out of the park at CPAC [the Conservative Political Action Conference] today, so hopefully that helped a little bit.” Governor Scott just shook his head and said, “He lost a lot of votes last night. He lost a lot of support here last night.” The next day, Perry was surprised in the straw poll, losing badly to Herman Cain. It was the beginning of Cain’s unexpected surge in the national poll.

A presidential candidate has to make hundreds, if not thousands, of calls to potential donors. Less than two months into his campaign, Perry had made a total of twenty calls. “I think the governor was talked into running,” the fundraiser told us. “And I think he was also promised he wouldn’t have to work all that hard to get it.” In early October, she left the campaign “by mutual agreement.” Her biggest regret—and vexation—was, as she put it, “just spending lots of time with him and traveling with him and not seeing a real burning desire that I’ve seen with every other candidate I ever worked with.”

*      *      *


Perry’s frequent gaffes led to gallows humor around his campaign. One night, when we asked one adviser how his day had been, he replied slyly, “We didn’t have anything to correct by 3 P.M.” The Perry campaign now operates out of a former steam laundry at Eighth and Congress Streets, near the capitol in downtown Austin. Carney and the campaign manager, Rob Johnson, share space in what used to be a bank vault, within the same building. The door, combination lock and all, is still there, but it stays open because no one knows the combination. Mark Miner, the national press secretary, penned a sign over the door that says, “PLEASE DO NOT FEED THE BEARS.” The office is decorated by a sword and golf clubs, and all eight of the chairs around the low conference table are mismatches. Poking fun at themselves, the operatives have left the big dry-erase board empty except for the words “Secret Plan,” then an arrow to “JOBS.”

Within weeks of Perry’s announcement, his small headquarters staff was distressed to learn that Jason Cherkis, a Huffington Post reporter, was in Austin prowling around on a story that had been gossiped about for years in the Texas capital: is Perry gay? The episode illustrates the kind of off-the-wall queries that campaigns field. A Perry official described the rumors as “bullshit”: the governor has been married for twenty-nine years to Anita Thigpen—the two met at an elementary school piano recital. But that hasn’t stopped the gossip around the Texas capital, where a detailed story about a supposed assignation with a former state official continues to make the rounds. Perry aides feared the distraction and tawdriness of the story line Cherkis seemed to be pursuing. They took comfort in the Huffington Post’s roots on the left, which gave the Perry staff hope that mainstream outlets would ignore the story. The Perry official said that Cherkis at one point approached the campaign about the story: “[T]he problem we had was he had unnamed sources. We felt it was shoddy reporting. He used an example of someone who wouldn’t answer his question, so that means he’s confirming.… He would interpret that as ‘Ah-ha!’ ” Cherkis left Austin and wound up posting a harmless rehash, “Rick Perry’s ‘Texas Miracle’ Includes Crowded Homeless Shelters, Low-Wage Jobs, Worker Deaths.”

In late September, the campaign was caught by surprise when a Washington Post reporter called to ask about a Perry family hunting camp that was known as “Niggerhead,” with the name at one point painted on a rock at the entrance. The reporter, Stephanie McCrummen, later told a blogger that the name was “pretty much common knowledge among people who knew Perry and his father, Ray.”

*      *      *


Watching Perry flub his attacks on Romney at the Orlando debate, the mood in the room was “ecstatic. I was coming out of my shoes,” a Romney confidante recalled. “I’m like, This is awesome. We’ve won.” Watching Romney with an admiration verging on awe was Tim Pawlenty. In early October, Pawlenty sat down with us and contrasted Romney’s performance with that of every other GOP candidate, including himself. “I think he’s put on a clinic, the varsity versus the junior varsity. The others aren’t even in the same league,” said Pawlenty.

After Pawlenty dropped out of the race, Romney asked him and his wife, Mary, to come up to Lake Winnipesaukee, in New Hampshire, to spend the weekend with him and Ann. There were boat rides, just the four of them, and a quiet dinner on Saturday night. Pawlenty came back impressed with his host. “There’s this theory that somehow he’s different in person than he is in public,” Pawlenty said of Romney. “That’s just not true. He is a perpetually optimistic, upbeat, gracious person. Mary and I went up to his place in New Hampshire and spent some time with him and Ann. They’re just gracious, fun, upbeat people. And this idea that he’s somehow always stiff and there’s a dissonance between his public life and how he behaves in other settings, I just don’t buy that.” Romney later asked Pawlenty for his endorsement. Pawlenty said yes.

*      *      *


The 2012 GOP campaign would be remembered for the candidates who didn’t get in the race, predicted a veteran GOP operative. Wooed by GOP heavies from Henry Kissinger to Nancy Reagan, New Jersey’s Chris Christie stirred one last will-he-won’t-he drama by playing coy in late September.

But Christie’s “heart wasn’t in it,” said the operative, who spoke to Christie several times (“though he did have second thoughts after talking to Nancy Reagan”). The operative wrote a 120-day fundraising plan while other operatives worked on getting Christie on state primary ballots. A person who knew Christie’s mind phoned us to say why he wouldn’t take the bait: “One, he genuinely believes that he’s not prepared on an issue and substance basis to address all of the things you have to address as a candidate, and he’s leery of learning on the fly. Two, the performance of Perry [in the debates] shows the dangers of late entry. And while others use that as a reason for him to get in, for him, it’s the opposite—it’s the reason that validates his decision not to get in this late. And the third is that you sit and look at the map, and the path for Chris Christie [to get more delegates than Romney] is difficult to chart.”

Governor Mitch Daniels of Indiana had conjured a full-fledged campaign organization before he bailed out in May 2011. “Mitch actually had this thing ready to go,” said the operative. “It was totally baked.” (“We could have been up and running the next day,” said Indiana GOP chair Eric Holcomb, a top Daniels adviser.) But Daniels did not want to run against the wishes of his wife and daughters, who feared that the media would wallow in Daniels’s divorce from his wife in the late 1990s. “Everybody talked about family values in the Republican Party, how important they are, and they checked their families at the door while they go to another level of power,” said the operative. Daniels at least had put family values first, he said. (A close associate of the governor said he also feared the loss of his own privacy. “It’s no secret that Mitch likes to lose his tiny state detail when he’s out riding his motorcycle in Indiana,” the friend said.)

The operative’s real candidate had been Jeb Bush, the former governor of Florida. Bush resisted; he said it was too soon for another Bush to run for president. “You’re missing it,” the operative told him. “You think there is some negative out there; there’s not. We can manage whatever there is.” Al Hoffman and Jack Oliver, the financial wizard behind George W. Bush, both urged Jeb to run. But a friend said Bush felt strongly that it “was not time to run,” suggesting he hoped to go in 2016. Could he win? “Absolutely!” insisted a close friend. But Jeb Bush did his calculating in the reverse order that Mitch Daniels had. Daniels let supporters convince him that he could win, then got a firm no from his family. Bush, convinced this was the wrong time for his family, never indulged in victory scenarios, even with close friends. Asked about his thinking, Jeb Bush emailed: “[T]he conventional belief [was] that because my last name is Bush, 2012 was not the year for me to run. I don’t believe that is true, and my decision not to run was based on personal private reasons, and not based on political assessments.” And many of those who bowed out had the same thought: Mitt Romney wanted it more than they did.

The operative said, “Jeb could have won [the nomination], I think Mitch could have won, I think Christie could have won.” Christie, he said, made a mistake by waiting, thinking he could get the nomination in 2016. “I would have helped Christie in a heartbeat,” said the operative. “But you know what? If it’s him versus Jeb, we’re going to beat the shit out of him. We’ll smoke him. We will smoke him.”

*      *      *


“I can’t stand politics,” said Dave Carney, Perry’s chief strategist, as he sat outside the diner in Peterborough, New Hampshire, in mid-October. We asked him why he would say that.

“Have you ever met anybody in politics?” asked Carney, obviously enjoying himself (“He likes to be the Mad Genius,” said the Perry fundraiser.) “The political people, political operatives?” We pointed out that working in politics had “made a nice living for your family.” Carney responded, “Oh, yeah, I enjoy it, but there are some people who obsess politics, who are—like I’m sure there’s football junkies and baseball junkies—but there’s more to life than how many electoral votes Herbert Hoover got.”

We noted that we were sitting with him in a diner in New Hampshire.

“I’m just as guilty as the rest of them. I wouldn’t want to hang around with me if I was a normal person,” Carney said, laughing.

Carney may dislike politics, or some aspect of politics, but he definitely likes political intrigue. During the conversation, while discussing Romney, he let slip, “The number one vulnerability in their own research is the flip-flops.”

How would Carney know what was in Romney’s research?

“People worked on the campaign,” he said. Did that mean he had a mole from Romney’s 2008 campaign? Who? “These are just friends of mine,” he went on. Speaking elliptically, using a sardonic double negative, Carney remarked that Romney “hired every mercenary in the country four years ago and didn’t hire them this time. One thing about mercenaries is that they don’t like not to be on the payroll of somebody.”

Carney was in a mischievous mood. His candidate had basically lost the “Washington primary”—the race for money and endorsements and the backing of the establishment. Perry might, with his great skill at retail politics, win voters one by one on the stump, working the small towns of Iowa. But what he really needed was for Romney to stumble. Perry needed to find a way to trip up his rival.

“Everybody knows the book on Romney is that it has to be his way or no way,” said Carney. “He’s very stubborn. He’s very thin-skinned … storms out of meetings when it doesn’t go his way. And people who are involved in debate prep in the last cycle”—here, Carney was apparently alluding to his mole from the 2008 Romney campaign—“basically told us that he would react badly to someone challenging his narrative. He just is incapable of acknowledging that there may be a different interpretation of something.”

Carney warmed to the subject of Romney’s allegedly volatile temper. “Unbelievably temperamental … in that [if] he thinks that it’s three o’clock in the afternoon, it’s three o’clock no matter what time it is.… He’s totally easy to get off stride, discombobulated.” At debate prep in 2008, according to Carney’s source, Romney would turn “beet-red. He’s known to get unbelievably flushed.”

The Perry team needed to find a way to crack Romney’s cool, to make him turn beet-red. They had an idea, which they rehearsed. Carney played down his own candidate’s debate prep, but apparently it had grown more serious and formal since Carney’s relaxed chats on the plane with Perry back in September. Now there was a real rehearsal, with someone playing Romney. “Who?” we asked. “Different people,” said Carney, ducking the question.

*      *      *


Perry took his shot halfway through the GOP debate in Las Vegas on October 18. The debate had turned to immigration, and Perry wheeled to face Romney. “Mitt, you lose all your standing from my perspective because you hired illegals in your home. And you know for—about it for a year. And the idea that you stand before us and talk about that you’re strong on immigration is, on its face, the height of hypocrisy.”

Romney responded, at first, with his “hah-hah-hah” stage laugh. “Rick, I don’t think that I’ve hired an illegal in my life. And so I’m—I’m looking forward to finding your facts on that.” Perry just glowered at him. “It’s time for you to tell the truth.” The two men began talking at once, with Romney almost shouting, “I’m speaking, I’m speaking, I’m speaking! I’ve got thirty seconds …” When Perry plowed ahead Romney cried out, “Anderson!,” appealing to the moderator, Anderson Cooper. Romney seemed to hear himself—crying, as it were, for mommy—and stiffened into a scornful manner. Turning to Perry, he said, “This has been a tough couple of debates for Rick, and I understand that, and so you’re going to get—you’re going to get testy.”

The “truth” was a Boston Globe story from 2006. The Globe found that a lawn care company employed by Romney to cut his grass in Belmont, Massachusetts, had hired illegal immigrants. A year later, the paper discovered, the company still had illegals on the payroll. In the debate, Romney spluttered that he had remonstrated with the company. He said he couldn’t have anything to do with hiring illegals because, as he put it, “I’m running for office, for Pete’s sake!”

The blogs had fun with that answer, and some pundits declared that Romney had appeared petulant and condescending. He had put his hand on Perry’s shoulder, violating an old debater’s rule against invading your opponent’s space. Perry had succeeded in his ploy to bait Romney, to break his rival’s cool facade. But nevertheless the audience had booed Perry for striking a low blow. Neither man improved his image. On the Romney beat, whenever minor frustrations or delays occurred, reporters began mockingly crying out, “Anderson!” Perry stayed mired in fifth place in national polls.

*      *      *


Stuck at the bottom of most polls was the Republican candidate the Obama camp had feared the most. “I think that our guys were worried about Huntsman, I think he was the one who people were most worried about,” said a White House insider who speaks frequently with members of the Obama high command, in an interview with us in Manchester, New Hampshire, in late October. GOP operatives were always scornful of Jon Huntsman’s candidacy, regarding him as the sort of media darling who appeals to liberal pundits and no one else. “He’s an absurd candidate. He’s running from the left in a Republican primary,” said one longtime Republican consultant in late August. Like many GOP operatives, this one was dubious about Huntsman’s chief strategist, John Weaver, a maverick in the trade who had devoted himself to John McCain in 2008 until he was pushed aside in a campaign shake-up. It was Weaver who, more than any other political pro, persuaded Huntsman to take a shot in 2012. “This is the little movie that John Weaver has in his head,” said the rival consultant. “It’s a crazy little movie but it’s not going to happen.” (“The money guys don’t like Weaver,” added a Romney adviser. “Too much strife.”)

If Huntsman had a chance, he probably missed it at his first GOP debate, in Ames, Iowa, in August. The moderator, Fox News’s Bret Baier, had a question for the eight candidates: “Say you had a deal, a real spending cuts deal, 10 to 1, spending cuts to tax increases.… Who on this stage would walk away from that deal?” All of the candidates raised their hands—including Huntsman. Here had been his moment to break out of the pack, and he passed.

Huntsman casts himself as an anti-politician and truth teller. He is the only GOP candidate who has refused to sign the “No New Taxes” pledge passed around by conservative activist Grover Norquist. In his conversation with us, Huntsman went on at some length to describe how much he dislikes compromising his principles to play for votes. Using a red pen and yellow highlighter, he said that he pores over his campaign speeches. “You go through the paragraphs and you say, Is this hype? Is it pandering? Is it true? Is it reality? Is it the truth? I hate pandering stuff. I hate phrases like Drill, Baby, Drill kind of stuff. I hate that. I hate political bromides.” We ventured, “But they’re effective,” and Huntsman shot back, “Well, I understand they are, and maybe that’s one of the hard lessons for me and [Ron] Paul. I hate that stuff. People say, Repeal Obamacare, everybody cheered. I hate that stuff. Unless you’re willing to say what you’re going to do when you say Repeal Obamacare, you hadn’t ought to be up there saying Repeal Obamacare. It’s hollow language, and we shouldn’t have any patience for that in politics. We need solutions today more than ever before and we’re just not getting them.”

Asked why he didn’t take a chance at the Ames debate, Huntsman struggled to come up with a clear answer. “I regret I didn’t use the opportunity to say, Here is how I would do it. I would raise the revenue and reinvest it in the tax code.” Huntsman fell back on an excuse. “You’re playing out in real time on live television the idea that you’ve got a split second to respond to a fundamentally important issue.…” He tried again: “My first debate, and say I’m not even going to get a chance to rebut, they don’t allow you to do that or raise a hand, where do you feel on this, as opposed to knowing now, that’s a BS question, give me a chance to respond to it, and let me tell you how we’d raise revenue and reinvest it in the tax code and lower the rate.” Huntsman was apparently referring to his proposal to reform taxes by getting rid of loopholes and lowering rates. But even months after the event, he couldn’t quite find the words to express himself.

Sitting unrecognized in the lobby of the Hilton Garden in Manchester, Huntsman told how his wife, Mary Kaye, scolded him for not greeting the front desk clerks. “You’ve walked by this counter a hundred times and you failed to shake hands with certain people, and they remember that.” Now he shakes their hands. He can’t believe he’s one of thirty-eight people running for president in New Hampshire.

*      *      *


“Why am I here?” Congressman Ron Paul sometimes wondered as Romney, Perry, and the others tangled in the early autumn debates. Paul’s Libertarian philosophy won pockets of strong support around the country, and in national polls he often stood just behind Romney and Herman Cain. But the mainstream press ignored him as a candidate who could not win, in large part because he favored dismantling vast chunks of the federal government. The low moment had come in August, when he had nearly tied the winner, Michele Bachmann, at the Ames, Iowa, straw poll. Paul was exhausted, determined to get home to Lake Jackson, Texas, where he lives in a comfortable house with biking trails and a well-stocked library. “I’ve got to go home now,” Paul said to his handlers. In a phone interview with us in early November, Paul replayed the dreary conversation: “They said, What?” Paul recalled. His longtime aide, Jesse Benton, wanted to “put out a feeler,” to see if Sunday shows wanted to interview him in light of his surprising success. “Well, all right,” Paul said. A little while later, Benton returned, looking “a little chagrined.” The press secretary said, “I guess we can go.” Not a single news organization wanted to interview the candidate. “They don’t want to interview me?” Paul asked. He tried not to feel hurt and looked forward to getting home for his bicycle ride. Bachmann appeared on five network news shows the next morning.

*      *      *


Rick Santorum was visiting Adams, the smallest of Iowa’s ninety-nine counties, looking for voters anywhere he could find them. Late on a raw early November night, he stopped in at Kay’s Kafé in the town of Corning and found six patrons watching the last game of the World Series on TV. Into the bar walked Joe Klein, the Time magazine columnist. “I had no idea he was going to be there,” said Santorum. “I just thought, How weird is this?” A couple of patrons said to Santorum, “You got my vote. If anybody comes to Corning, you’ve got my vote.” Despite eight town meetings that day, Santorum did not have a drink—he does not even touch caffeine.

His relaxation is Fantasy League Baseball. At a candidates’ forum in Iowa, in the middle of a Newt Gingrich speech, the camera caught him surreptitiously checking his tablet to see how his team was doing. We asked Santorum if the process is humiliating. “It’s humiliating if you’re not humble,” he answered.

*      *      *


Herman Cain seemed to be having a good time. The former chief executive of Godfather’s Pizza had jumped into national prominence by running for president. Improbably, by late October “the Hermanator” led the race for the Republican nomination in some national polls, and trailed Romney by only a point or two in others. To be sure, Cain seemed more like a protest vote than a real choice. At a focus group conducted by pollster Peter Hart for the Pew Charitable Trusts, voters were asked to think back to their fifth grade experience to describe the candidates. Asked to choose from a list of adjectives, the voters described Romney as “pompous” and Perry as “the bully.” Cain was called “the kid everyone respects.” A little taken aback, Hart asked, “Do you think this person could be president of the United States? Is anybody willing to raise your hand and say, I would be comfortable if he became the next president of the United States?” Not a hand went up.

Still, people seemed to like Cain’s cheeky bluntness. When other candidates attacked his 9-9-9 flat tax plan (9 percent flat income tax, 9 percent corporate tax, 9 percent national sales tax) as politically impossible, a revenue loser, and a burden on the poor, Cain just shrugged and kept on smiling and joking. He may have been a little weak on the facts—he apparently was unaware that China possessed a nuclear arsenal—but he had a simple, clear slogan (“9-9-9!”) and a sly sense of humor. Half in-your-face, half tongue-in-cheek, a Cain for President ad showed his campaign manager, Mark Block, offering an earnest testimonial to Cain, then impassively dragging on a cigarette. The ad became a sensation on the Internet, instantly going viral.

The fun ended for Cain on Sunday morning, October 30, or, possibly, a few days earlier. Outside the Washington bureau of CBS downtown, Cain was leaving the set of Face the Nation when he was approached by POLITICO reporter Jonathan Martin. For more than a week, Martin and several other POLITICO staffers had been working on a story that Cain had been accused of sexual harassment during his time as head of the National Restaurant Association. POLITICO’s digging showed that in the late 1990s, as a fun-loving boss residing on weekdays in Washington apart from his wife and family (who continued to live in Omaha, Nebraska), Cain had sometimes indulged in humor and physical jests with the sort of suggestive innuendo that, at least in the opinion of two younger female employees, crossed the line into sexual harassment. Two of the women had filed complaints with the restaurant association and left the organization with financial packages and nondisclosure agreements typical in these matters. The most explosive reporting was that one woman claimed he invited her to his hotel room and made “an unwanted sexual advance.” POLITICO eventually found six people who knew details of the tense encounter. Off the record, reporters were given much more vivid accounts. Within a week, at least a half dozen women were making allegations to reporters across Washington. For ten days, beginning on Thursday, October 20, Martin and other POLITICO reporters sought a response from the Cain campaign. POLITICO emailed campaign manager Block and spokesman J. D. Gordon with the name of one of the women who had allegedly taken a cash payment from the restaurant association and signed a nondisclosure agreement. On Saturday night, October 29, Martin emailed the Cain campaign to say that POLITICO was in “the final stages” of a story reporting on the sexual harassment charges—and pleaded with the campaign to put Cain on the phone. When he got no response, Martin decided to drive down to the CBS Washington bureau on Sunday morning.

Martin did not want to confront Cain while there were other reporters standing around outside the bureau, so he waited until Cain had walked down the block to sign some autographs from passing tourists. “Mr. Cain,” the reporter said, “I’m Jonathan Martin of POLITICO. I’m working on a story about two allegations of sexual harassment during your time at the National Restaurant Association. Do you have a comment on that, sir?”

Cain began by saying that he had been in business for years and “it’s real easy for someone to make these accusations.” Martin said he had the names of two women. Cain cut in, “But you won’t tell us who these people are.” Martin said that POLITICO had given his campaign the name of one of the women, and then repeated the name. Cain said nothing. A security man intervened, saying, “Step back.”

Martin tried again. “Have you ever been accused, sir, of sexual harassment?”

Cain responded, “Have you ever been accused of sexual harassment?”

“Have a nice day,” said Martin, and headed back to his car.

The inevitable feeding frenzy was on. Cain meant to spend the next day talking about his economic plan to the National Press Club, the American Enterprise Institute, and various news outlets. But he was surrounded by reporters who wanted to know about his alleged misdeeds. He struggled with damage control. He denied any impropriety, but offered shifting explanations. At first he said he knew nothing about any financial settlements, but then amended his answer to admit an “agreement” to pay one of the women. He tried to suggest his behavior had been essentially harmless—teasing a woman about her height—but acknowledged that the woman might have felt uncomfortable.

Right-wing bloggers and talkers rallied to Cain as the victim of a liberal media “witch hunt.” “A high-tech lynching,” said conservative commentator Ann Coulter, alluding to the sexual harassment charges against Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas at his confirmation hearings in 1991. But then, on Wednesday—Day Four, with the scandal running its predictable course—Cain accused the Perry campaign of leaking the allegations. The Perry campaign promptly suggested that the Romney campaign was to blame. “Not true,” said a Romney spokesman. A lawyer for one of the women asked the National Restaurant Association to free his client from her confidentiality agreement. Although she later issued a statement, at the time she did not want to get into the details—she did not want to become “another Anita Hill,” the lawyer said, referring to Clarence Thomas’s accuser. But she wanted to make a public statement to the effect that Cain had, in fact, sexually harassed her.

On November 7, a former restaurant association employee, Sharon Bialek, held a press conference to say that Cain had groped her while the two sat in a car in Washington. Cain denied the charge as “baseless, bogus, and false,” and offered to take a lie detector test (“if I think it’s necessary,” he hedged). The Cain campaign worked to discredit his accusers, and many conservatives remained loyal, suspicious of a Democratic plot. But Cain began to slip in the polls.

*      *      *


Cain may have been Romney’s chief challenger throughout much of the fall, but the Romney camp did not welcome Cain’s demise. A Romney adviser said he was sorry to see Cain tangled up in a scandal. “We didn’t want oppo on him coming out,” the adviser explained. “We wanted him to stay where he is. He keeps Perry down.” With two months remaining before the Iowa caucuses on January 3, Romney was stuck at no more than 25 percent or so in the polls in Iowa. His Mormonism was a real, if largely unspoken, issue among many of Iowa’s Christian GOP activists, the sort of voters who are willing to come out on a winter’s night to stand around a caucus meeting for two hours.

The Romney camp wanted to keep Cain in the race to divide up the true-believer conservative vote in Iowa. If Cain fell away, that left an opening for a charge by a conservative, possibly Rick Perry, who was launching a big TV buy in Iowa. Stuart Stevens, Romney’s campaign strategist, was worried about Perry stealing a march in Iowa. Stevens was weighing whether to make a real push in Iowa—and risk an early disaster if Romney was surprised, as he had been by Huckabee in 2008. Stevens was fretting that if Perry really camped out in Iowa and talked incessantly about his own Christian faith, he could make a late run. Most Iowa voters remained undecided. Should Romney try to lower expectations in Iowa? Or accept his front-runner status and go for the early kill in Iowa and New Hampshire?

Perry, meanwhile, was self-immolating. Throughout the fall, Perry repeatedly disappointed influential audiences who wanted to see his policy chops. In early November, he flew into Washington for an unusual meeting with unaligned lobbyists, hosted by the National Association of Wholesaler-Distributors. Perry started strong, saying of his rocky launch: “The first three weeks was a lovefest. And the last three weeks was an ass-kicking.” It was all downhill from there, according to several participants. His worst moment was when a financial lobbyist asked him his view of the Dodd-Frank Wall Street reform. “Repeal it!” said Perry, apparently not realizing there were parts of the new law that the financial industry embraced, and that his audience did not favor wholesale repeal. “He couldn’t talk about it in any detail at all,” one attendee said. Another later took Perry aside to warn that the governor’s shallow understanding of such a key issue would be hazardous in debates. By mid-November, the Texas governor was fighting for his political life. At the November 9 GOP debate in Michigan staged by CNBC, Perry grandly announced that he would eliminate three federal agencies. He named two (Commerce and Education) and then—for an agonizing minute that seemed like an hour—could not remember the third (Energy, he later recalled). “Oops,” Perry said. In the spin room after the debate, Perry’s aides looked shell-shocked; there was no stopping a mud slide of bad press. Cleaning up after Perry had become an increasingly onerous task. In that rocky late October, Perry had seemed so incoherent that his host, Kevin Smith, director of the conservative group Cornerstone Action, had felt compelled to publicly deny that Perry had been drunk at the time.

The Romney camp was keeping an eye on Newt Gingrich. The former Speaker’s campaign had nearly collapsed over the summer amidst the stories about Callista and the Tiffany charge account as well as the mass exodus of his staff. Gingrich still had no ground operation to speak of, no armies of volunteers to knock on doors, and he had not raised much money for ad buys. He was regarded by the political pros as a hapless manager. (“From a policy perspective, I would probably agree with Newt on more things than any other person in the field,” said a former Haley Barbour adviser. “But, look, Newt would fuck up a two-car funeral procession.”) At his Iowa appearances, he sometimes seemed to be chattering in a different language than his workaday supporters. One of his staple proposals is applying the management fad “Lean Six Sigma” to the federal government, which can be a bit of a head-scratcher for rural audiences.

Still, Gingrich had impressed in the September-October debates, particularly the last two, in New Hampshire and in Nevada, by standing back and offering a Wise Man’s view of the political shenanigans onstage and in Washington generally. “Gingrich is the only person—if you watch the dial groups [voters recruited by pollsters to turn up a dial to express enthusiasm while watching a debate] and you look at the polling and you look at the focus groups and you look at the audience analysis that’s out there after the debates, Gingrich is the only guy up there who looks like a president other than Mitt,” said a Romney adviser. “The rest of them look like comedians.”

Gingrich was feeling pleased with his comeback when he spoke to us in mid-November. He acknowledged that his campaign had nearly sunk over the summer. Borrowing a comment he’d heard on CNN, he described himself as the Bruce Willis character in the movie The Sixth Sense: “I was the only guy in the room who didn’t know I was dead.” June and July, he said, had been “the two hardest months in my life. It was just excruciating.” After his staff quit en masse and the pundits mocked his trip to the Greek islands and his Tiffany expense account, “traditional money raising was almost impossible,” he said. “We went through two sets of finance people who just burned out because they couldn’t take the negatives.”

But he survived and created what he called “a substance-based, volunteer-centered, Internet-based system.” He boasted that he was inventing a revolutionary new model of campaigning. “I told somebody at one point, ‘This is like watching Walton or Kroc develop Walmart and McDonald’s.’ ” Gingrich turned over operations to his wife and her close friend from college Michael Krull. He credits Callista in part for his resurgence. “We privately discuss everything. She sees all the [email] traffic that matters,” he said. “She is very, very good at certain kinds of editing and she is very, very good at visuals. She is a very good surrogate. She is increasingly comfortable going out and talking and giving speeches and visiting with people.” The “closest analog” to his wife “is Nancy Reagan,” he said, in that “Nancy was extraordinarily close to Ronnie and that they discussed virtually everything.”

He scoffed at his former staffers who had put down his wife. “They were worried about Callista’s impact in South Carolina. I mean, to a degree that was absurd.” We asked what he meant. “Well, just being the younger wife that would turn people off, et cetera, et cetera, that people would do dirty tricks. And every time she goes out she is wildly received. Our volunteers are begging her to go out and do more meetings and have more coffees and see more people. And what I concluded was that we were surrounded by a bunch of guys who had learned politics twenty-five years ago and they had no idea how much the world had changed.” He added, “By the way, all of them except [Rick] Tyler went to Perry, and I’ll let you decide how successful they’ve been.” He insisted that Perry had been talked into running by his former advisers, including David Carney, who had been Gingrich’s strategist before he signed on with Perry. “I think it’s 100 percent why Perry ran,” said Gingrich. “I think had I been as strong in June as I am today, Perry wouldn’t have run. He had no intention of running and didn’t want to run.”

Romney, said Gingrich, “has the Giuliani problem, which is he can’t find any place to win. Remember, Giuliani didn’t go to Iowa because he couldn’t win. He didn’t go to New Hampshire because he couldn’t win. He didn’t even go to South Carolina because he couldn’t win—which somehow magically is going to turn around in Florida? “I just spent two days in New Hampshire. I didn’t find any place where there’s enthusiasm for Mitt Romney. The only place that’s enthusiastic for Mitt Romney is the elite media, who keep saying he is inevitable.”

*      *      *


The Romney team expected that eventually Republican voters would come around, after parking their votes here and there, and get behind Romney. Most Romneyites credited campaign manager Matt Rhoades for relentless “message discipline,” a quality the political pros worship the way nuns venerate chastity.

To be sure, the likability issue was nagging. Even Romney’s fellow investment bankers didn’t love him. In an interview with POLITICO, one of them described having dinner with Romney a couple of years ago, when Romney was looking for supporters. “I think he comes across as, first of all, very intelligent, very comfortable with himself, but when he asks you a question, it feels like he processes the answer—he takes the answer, finds the file folder in his brain about where he’s supposed to store it in case he needs it later, files it, and then moves on to the next thing. It’s like he’s in data collection mode, but not at a gut but an intellectual, almost robotic level,” said the banker. The banker marveled that Romney—a flip-flopper from the moderate Northeast—could have apparently snatched the nomination from true believers like Governor Perry, who was much more in step with the GOP zeitgeist.

Romney had by and large avoided slipups on the campaign trail, but in Ohio in late October, an old Romney bugaboo—flip-flopping—had resurfaced. Ohio voters were set to vote on a referendum on whether collective bargaining by public employees should be banned—a cause dear to conservatives, but controversial in an old pro-labor state. In remarks to reporters, Romney waffled back and forth on the measure. The press corps jumped on this reemergence of the Old Romney, as did the conservative blogs. “Two, three more of those between now and the end of the year and we’re done. We will lose,” said a Romney adviser. Some Romney aides worried that withering attacks from Obama and the various Democratic groups would eventually get under Romney’s skin. Yes, Romney was a much tougher, more disciplined candidate than he had been in 2008. But he was not a superman, and, at least where his family’s honor was concerned, he was susceptible to what friends called “Mittfrontations.” At the Las Vegas debate, he had allowed Perry to bait him a bit, to make him turn red-faced, over the home lawn care flap.

Already, the Obama warriors were moving into position. “When David Axelrod [Obama’s chief strategist] says ‘weird’ [referring to Romney], that equals Mormon, and he says it all the time, and he’s tried to get under his skin,” said an adviser. “If Romney shows he can’t take a hit, can’t take punches, they’re going to hit him where he doesn’t like to be hit, which is the Mormon stuff.”

*      *      *


The Obama camp was preparing to cast Romney as a “cheater.” At the end of October, a White House insider, a well-connected consultant, offered some insights. The consultant sounded almost gleeful about running against Romney. “You could not have from our perspective a more perfectly positioned rich guy than Mitt Romney,” said the insider. “He didn’t make a product or start a chain of restaurants or do whatever. He made it on Wall Street. And if you look at anything in the polling, in the focus groups, or the zeitgeist of the country, that was the cheater way to go. The guy is going to be a cheater,” the consultant said. “There’s no question that that’s going to be the message frame that the Obama team puts around him, whether Bain & Company made their money by buying up companies, firing people, putting their money offshore, having questionable financial products. It’s all going to land in Mitt Romney’s lap. And that’s going to appeal to independents. It’s not just going to be a lefty argument. It’s going to be like this guy didn’t play by the rules and now he wants to be president.”

Obama himself doesn’t have much instinct for the jugular, the insider said, with some evident regret. Earlier in the fall, his staff had sent the president out to key states to bash Republicans for not passing his jobs bill. “That lasted about a week on the campaign trail,” said the insider. “Did you notice? He went out there and started beating them up and then he’s like, Eww, I don’t really like doing this.” (Obama may be aloof from the political hurly-burly, but he follows it closely. Unlike most presidents, who get their information from news summaries prepared by staff, Obama reads The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Wall Street Journal, sometimes on paper, sometimes on his iPad.)

Some of Obama’s key staffers were demoralized, according to the insider. Valerie Jarrett, the president’s friend and confidante, was already thinking more about Obama the man and his place in history than she was about what he might accomplish in the last year of his term. “She cares about Barack Obama as opposed to President Obama,” said the insider. If Obama was going to be a one-term president, it was already time to look to his legacy. Jarrett was not happy with her own situation at the White House, said the insider. Jarrett had tried to reach out to the business leaders, only to be thwarted by the other senior staffers. “She just stopped getting out there as much because, if you’re her, like what the fuck am I going to keep talking to them for and put myself on a limb when I come back and get my head shot off?” said the insider. “It feels like the boys will never leave her alone. Why do they hate her so much? Is it because it bugs them that she could walk in [to the Oval Office] anytime and see him after hours? I don’t know, it just feels like, no matter what, somebody is after her. Like Rahm [Emanuel] walked out the door and said to [Bill] Daley, Make sure you keep the pressure on Valerie.”

White House chief of staff Bill Daley had been brought in to impose some order on “Camp Obama,” the gaggle of young staffers who rarely began or ended a meeting on time. But a year after taking over from Emanuel, who had left to run for mayor of Chicago, Daley had already announced he would not be back in a second term. The insider suggested that Daley had announced he was leaving before he could be pushed. “People inside are unhappy with him,” the consultant said, “and so the best way to preserve your reputation is to announce your own departure.”

One person in the White House who was actually looking forward to the campaign was the first lady. “Michelle is definitely committed to gearing up. I mean, she’s getting out a lot more,” said the insider. “I think she expects to be much more active and back more to like the old days. I think she was hypersensitive to not screwing up and really felt like she was going to be judged on whether or not she was a good parent since she had sort of talked about it.”

The old days. Could Obama get the magic back? The insider wanted to believe so. “I think right now they’re still the Chicago Bulls with Michael Jordan, right? So they may [drop] the ball a lot and they still have Michael Jordan. As long as they keep it focused on [the fact that] they’ve got Michael Jordan and nobody else does, they power through the reelection.”

*      *      *


In Chicago, the Obama campaign was “data mining” for voters. Using social networking and computer search engines, the Obama staff was gearing up to find Obama voters and get them out to vote. The Democrats had been learning from the Republicans—from Karl Rove’s “micro-targeting” at the Bush-Cheney 2004 campaign, which used tools like sampling viewers from the Golf Channel to find potential voters. “I think the Bushies in ’04 did a very good job on this,” said a top campaign official. “We took it to another level in ’08 and were going to make what we did in ’08 look like Jurassic Park.”

The manager of the Obama campaign, Jim Messina, wanted to see hard data on his computer screen every day—numbers of doors knocked on, phone calls made, and more esoteric data he was not willing to describe, lest he tip off the Republicans. “I get paid to worry,” Messina told us. “That’s my job. Like, I spend all my time worrying. If you ask one of my staff, I don’t go into their office and say, Great job. I’m like, Here’s my worry. What about this?”

With up to a billion dollars to spend on the president’s reelection, the Obama team was not likely to be short of resources. But the prevailing ethos at Obama headquarters, a fifty-thousand-square-foot space in one of Chicago’s tallest buildings, was to be cheap. “We don’t give people business cards. We make them buy them on their own. We don’t give people the Obama T-shirts. They have to buy their own T-shirts. We make people recycle their nametags. You only get one nametag for events, and if you lose it, you have to make yourself another, because nametags are expensive, they’re like a buck fifty, and I’m not spending a buck fifty because you lost your nametag,” the senior campaign official told us. He had been consulting with Eric Schmidt, the executive chairman of Google, on how to create the right office culture. “You’ve got to make fun every day for your people,” the Google exec told him. “Last time,” said the senior official, “we had cubes and it wasn’t fun. This time we have an open setting, and people chipped in money to hire an artist to make a mural on one wall because people wanted a mural.” The campaign headquarters has a foosball table and a Ping-Pong table (Messina plays, to show he’s a regular guy) and parties once a month. But the staffers have to buy their own beer.

What the Obama campaign did not have was a message. In 2008, Obama had won on a promise to change Washington. When that quickly proved impossible, he tried to work with the powers-that-be in Washington to get things done. With the exception of the first stimulus bill and the highly controversial health care legislation, that didn’t really work, either.

The lack of a message was a source of considerable anxiety inside the Obama camp. “There’s a bit of casting about, throwing ideas at the wall,” said an Obama adviser. “Win the Future followed by We Can’t Wait followed by—who knows what comes next?” The adviser said that Mike Donilon, a White House adviser (and brother of Tom Donilon, Obama’s national security adviser), has been strenuously urging that the president don a populist mantle. “Mike’s been arguing forcefully in the West Wing that this is not 1948—this is not Truman versus the Do-Nothing Congress, which really is what the We Can’t Wait message is.” The more effective historical analogy, goes the Donilon argument, is to 1932, when Franklin Roosevelt ran against “inequitable Big Business.” The adviser says that Daley’s diminishment as chief of staff (in early November he announced that he was already reducing his day-to-day role) reflects a significant leftward shift by Obama. Daley was a centrist who was supposed to bring compromise with Congress and business. The “new message,” says the adviser, is “to align more closely to the 99 percent” against the “the 1 percent”—the mantra of Occupy Wall Street.

The Obama team has been fretting about the ultimate impact of Occupy Wall Street. “If anything the Occupy folks are being generous,” said the adviser. “It’s not the 99 percent. It’s the 99.9 percent. Their anger is legitimate and has been legitimized. I don’t know where that energy goes. My guess is that it’s not going to the guy who founded Bain Capital. But it also may not be to the guy who hired Tim Geithner and Larry Summers,” Obama’s treasury secretary and former chief economic adviser, who have both been Wall Street boosters.

It may be that Obama will have to win the hard way—by superior political mechanics, by finding new voters and turning out old ones. For now, Obama has no slogan; the bumper sticker just says “Obama 2012.” The only other route is to go hard negative against the Republican nominee. Obama may personally recoil at this approach. But his operatives won’t.

*      *      *


Karl Rove kept on meeting with the big money boys—independent PACs, which can raise unlimited funds—every month. The get-togethers were still called “the Weaver Terrace meetings,” even though Rove had sold his house in Washington and moved back to Austin, Texas. The participants—one of two representatives from nineteen groups—compete at cooking, eating, and raising money to elect Republicans. (Rove claims his barbecue “cannot be beat.” He makes venison sausages from deer he has shot.)

In early November, Rove was confident about his money machine, American Crossroads. “I know we’re going to get to $240 million and beyond,” he said. “No ifs, ands, or buts.” Rove says the money will be used to “take the Senate, keep the House. In the Senate, we could put as many as seven or eight seats in play.”

As for the presidential race, he recalled that in 2008, between June and November, Obama and the Democratic National Committee had outspent McCain and the RNC by $850 million to $550 million. “My gut tells me that the Democrats will have an advantage this time around, but it will not be as big as it was last time.” Rove was doubtful that the Obama campaign would raise the billion dollars it was said to be after. Overall, he said, “We’re in better shape than we were, but not in as good shape as some seem to think we are.” The conversation ended, for now. “I’m going to go fishing,” said Rove.

*      *      *


“How did we come back?” asked Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, as he reviewed the Republicans recovery from its low state in 2008. “They let us come back,” Graham said. “Obama made a mistake early on. He turned the agenda over to [House Speaker Nancy] Pelosi and the more liberal people in the House.” The “good news for Republicans,” said Graham, speaking to us in early November, is that “conservatism sells.” The country is right of center. “In terms of policy, we’re in good shape.” But he warned, “demographics, not so much.”

Younger voters are liberal on social issues and the environment, Graham notes, and Hispanics—the nation’s fastest growing population—don’t like the GOP’s harsh stands on immigration. Hard right stands may win voters in GOP primaries in the short term, but they risk hurting Republican ambitions in the long run. “We’ve got a problem with young people,” said Graham. “We lost two to one in the last election. As they get older, they’ll get more conservative, but you don’t want to have that generation, eighteen to thirty-five, imprinted in the sense that they are used to voting for Democrats. We’re going backward with Hispanics, not forward. Immigration does loom large out there, the way we talk about it.”

Politics, says Graham, “is a business. Where will the market be ten years from now? You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to see what’s going on in America, and twenty years from now we’re going to be less like we are today, and we’re going to have a younger generation coming into power, in the economy and throughout society, that has a different view than my generation about some issues like the environment. And the good news again is that conservatism is not our problem. Our problem is being able to communicate it and to not turn people off. The Democratic problem is to make sure they haven’t let the far left take them into a ditch. The person who can figure that out—the party that can figure this out the best is going to own the twenty-first century.”
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