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To the six hundred thousand people of Dean for America
 who relit the flame of participatory democracy
 And to the flame of my life, Kathy


IN MEMORIAM

 

Marc Cobb, my high school track teammate, who changed my life by showing me the way to college.

 

Bill Warner, who always made me feel at home when he was in the room.

 

Hunter Allen, one of the youngest and most beloved Dean pioneers of 2004.





God forbid we should ever be twenty years without such a rebellion…what country can preserve its liberties, if its rulers are not warned from time to time that this people preserve the spirit of resistence?

—Thomas Jefferson




Send lawyers guns and money

The shit has hit the fan

—Warren Zevon







Contents


Epigraph




Author’s Note




Introduction: December 2003






Part I

Get on the Plane




1 The Beginning: Planes, Politics, and Pez Dispensers




2 The First Campaign: Jimmy Hogan, Irv Gadient, and the PDP-11




3 The Horror: Thomas Jefferson, Willie Horton, and Governor Moonbeam




4 The Moment: Killer Apps, Open Source, and The Guy




Part II

The Place Where the Future Happens




5 Vermont: Phish, Chicken Dinners, and the Deanie Babies




6 New York: Regime Change, September 11, and Pennies from Heaven




7 Jumping from a Fifteen-Story Building: Puerto Rico, the Russert Primary, and Overlooking Snail Mail




8 The Open Source Campaign: Hockey Sticks, Troll Bats, and the Sleepless Summer Tour




9 The Fall: A .357 Magnum, Al Gore, and the Left Wing Freak Show




10 The End: Murder/Suicide, Harley Davidson, and Going Home





Part III

Seizing Power in the Internet Age




11 The Beginning—1956: Google, Napster, and the Disney Dweeb




12 The Age of the Internet: A Little Rebellion, Trent Lott, and Jefferson’s Revenge






Afterword




Appendix on the Web




Acknowledgments




Searchable Terms




About the Author




Praise





Copyright




About the Publisher








AUTHOR’S NOTE




It’s the spring of 2008, and I’m sitting here sick to my damn stomach. I’m envious and I’m exhausted and I’m in the last place a lifelong pol ever wants to find himself—on the sidelines, run out of the 2008 race for president by a campaign that took my own book and read it back to me “with meaning.”

Let’s just say Barack Obama got it.

I don’t know exactly how things will play out between now and November. But in a lot of ways I don’t think it matters. Maybe politics, like history, is a story eventually told by the winner, but in the annals of campaigning, what Barack Obama and his campaign staff were able to achieve in 2008 qualifies as yet another quantum leap in campaigning, in the use of the Internet, and in our democratic history—no matter what the final numbers say.

And as the strategist who first came up with and used many of the theories and ideas and technologies that the Obama camp used to further transform American politics on the eve of the 2008 election, I am proud and thrilled and, yes, more than a little jealous, like a biplane aviator watching astonauts walking toward the launch pad. Because at this moment, in the summer of 2008, Barack Obama and his campaign look to all the world to be performing the political equivalent of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to earth. Theirs has been only the second bottom-up campaign in modern history, the second presidential campaign to get it. And it might just go all the way to the White House, with the American people providing the rocket fuel. There were few doubters left; this time, or maybe the next, the new way will get us there.

If Obama for America is the Apollo 11 of a new politics, then what you’re about to read in this book—the story of Dean for America, Howard Dean’s campaign of 2004, and those inspiring pioneers who worked with me on it—is like the Wright Brothers at Kitty Hawk. This is the story of the beginning of it all: of the first intrepid, seat-of-the-pants, spit-and-chewing-gum attempt to build a contraption that would eventually plug people back into their democracy, so that, sooner than any of us could have dreamed, we would fly.

Joe Trippi
 Wittman, Maryland
 May 2008








INTRODUCTION




December 2003

MY GUY IS about to crash and burn in an Iowa cornfield.

I can feel it. I have a sense about these things, especially in Iowa. I have a kind of clairvoyance in Iowa. I can smell death in Iowa.

While the candidate smiles and some of the staffers daydream about White House posts, our campaign has grown sick with all the symptoms of the old politics: infighting and petty jealousy among the campaign staff, gaffes by the candidate, cannibalistic ads by the other Democratic contenders—all of it beneath the steady eyes of the scavenger political press, always on the lookout for stray hunks of flesh.

No, we’re going down.

And the worst part is this: There is nothing more I can do. After months of scraping and cajoling and pleading just to get the plane down the runway, now that we’re finally aloft—and the rest of the crew is celebrating—I look out the window and the wings are coming off.

And I’m the only one who sees it.

I desperately want out.

Every fiber of my being is telling me to get out.

But I can’t.

For the better part of a year, I have been the one person inside Howard Dean’s presidential campaign saying that we could actually win. Back when I signed on as campaign manager, back when we had seven people on staff, $100,000 in the bank, and only four hundred thirty-two known supporters, back when you answered the phones yourself or they just kept ringing, back when Howard Dean was little more than an asterisk, the last name on a long list of Democratic presidential candidates, I was the one looking people in the eye and telling them: Look, we’re gonna win this frickin’ thing.

Now, here it is the end of 2003, and we’re actually on top, ahead in the polls, in the process of raking in more than $50 million, $15.8 million in this fund-raising quarter alone—a record—most of it from small donations of $100 or less. And whose fund-raising record are we beating? Our own! From the quarter before. We have an army of almost 600,000 fired-up supporters, not just a bunch of chicken-dinner donors, but activists, believers, people who have never been politically involved before and who are now living and breathing this campaign. Through them, we have tapped into a whole new vein of democracy and proven the Internet as a vibrant political tool. Now everyone is paying attention. The labor unions are beginning to endorse us. Al Gore has endorsed us. The media that we had to beg for coverage a few months ago has all but coronated Howard Dean as the Democratic nominee. We got the covers of Time and Newsweek. We are the story. And finally the other people in the campaign are beginning to mumble what I’ve been screaming for a year: Hey, we’re gonna win this frickin’ thing.

Only I don’t believe it anymore.

The Iowa caucuses are a little more than a month away and we are bleeding. Our momentum is gone. Our message is getting lost. We’re spending all our time and energy deflecting attacks from other campaigns. Our guy has become an unmitigated disaster on the road. The unscripted candor that served him when he was the longest shot is now being played like a sort of political Tourette’s. The press continually mangles the context of what he says, amping up his words in their own cynical version of “Twist and Shout.” We’ve got no adults with him on the road—no seasoned political people—and so, naturally, he’s gaffing his way across Iowa.

The young Dean staffers—all energy and idealism—have no idea what’s about to happen. For most of them, this is their first presidential and they don’t realize that the only thing longer than the hours are the odds of winning. Some of them—the really crazy ones—have caught the bug and might work a second presidential. There could even be the odd addict or death-wisher among them who might someday forget how hard this was and work a third.

This is my seventh.

And I can see it coming apart. I can see that we’ve gone to the lead too soon, that the other candidates are bearing down on us. I know what hell there is to pay when an insurgent catches the mainstream party leaders off guard. I can practically hear the guns swinging around, the sights settling on our back. I’ve worked too many caucuses in Iowa to not immediately recognize the signs of this thing: the squabbling, the spending, the negative ads, the constant press scrutiny. I can see all of it beginning to take its toll.

Most of all, I can see that we just weren’t ready. Not for this.

Before Howard Dean launched his presidential campaign, he made the dubious decision to seal many of his records as governor of Vermont for a decade—saying that he didn’t want “anything embarrassing appearing in the papers at a critical time in any future endeavor.” Well, it’s a critical time now, and his decision has come back to bite us in the ass, this candidate who promised a new, open style of democracy hiding more than eleven years’ worth of memos and files from the only major office he’s ever held.

So here we are, in early December 2003, and the senior staff has decided to meet with the governor to plead our case for releasing the records. About fifteen of us have gathered in the long conference room on the third floor of a stale office building in South Burlington, Vermont—where this rebel campaign had its unlikely rise. We explain that everything is about to hit critical mass, and that we are under a new kind of pressure here. He is now the frontrunner—everything he does and says will attract new scrutiny—and he can’t say out of one side of his mouth that he wants to clean up politics, while out of the other side say that his own records are off-limits for a frickin’ decade.

We tell him that it’s starting to show up in the polls. We can survive a lot of things, but we can’t survive having people see him as just another double-talking politician. The Dean for America campaign is the antithesis of that…a grassroots, reform candidacy breaking all the old rules and making people believe in politics again.

“You’ve got to release the records, Governor.”

His eyes are set, and his open face is pulled back defensively into that tree-trunk neck. “But there’s nothing in there.”

“If there’s nothing in there, then we should release them.”

“But there’s nothing in there.”

“That’s why we have to release them.”

“But why should we release them when there’s nothing in there?”

We go around in circles like this until Governor Dean—whose running mate could have been stubbornness—ends the debate by saying he’s done talking about it. “I would rather withdraw from the race than release those records.”


We’re all quiet. The frontrunner in the 2003 Democratic presidential campaign is threatening to quit, while he still has the lead. The meeting ends, Governor Dean nods in my direction and chokes out the words, “Follow me, Joe.”

I try to keep up, but he’s striding down the hallway toward my office, and I’m straggling fifteen feet behind him, reassuring staffers as I move down the hall.

My office is in the corner of the third floor, a long narrow gash of a room—a crash site of paper, CD cases, and empty Diet Pepsi cans. Howard Dean is standing against the wall, his back to me. He’s shaking.

“You made this too easy,” he manages to say.

“What?” I ask.

“This. I never thought it would go this far. I was going to raise my profile, raise health care as an issue, shake up the Democratic Party. Help change the country. But I never thought this would happen. Don’t you understand?” He turns and faces me. “I never thought I could actually win. I wanted to…but I never really thought it could happen.”1

SURGE OF POWER

I’ve spent my life moving from one election to the next, living out of suitcases, motel rooms and rental cars, sleeping on couches, knocking on doors, leafleting neighborhoods, writing ads and speeches and snappy debate comebacks trying to get a succession of Democrats elected to every office you can imagine—from city attorneys to U.S. senators, from mayors to several unsuccessful runs at electing the president of the United States.

In twenty-eight years, I would guess that I worked on more than a hundred campaigns. I won more than my share, some that I shouldn’t have, and lost some that, to this day, still break my heart. I nearly killed myself for some of these people, a few of whom seemed born to lead, some of whom I would’ve had trouble punching the hole for myself.

Occasionally, I worked for a candidate who tapped into the original well of idealism that first got me into politics—an eleven-year-old boy watching on TV as Bobby Kennedy walked off the stage toward his assassination, a gauntlet of hands, black and brown and white, reaching out to him, for more than just his plan to erase poverty or to end the Vietnam War. Hands that seemed to reach out for some kind of deliverance.

Like a lot of sick twists who practice politics as a career, before 2003, elections for me were always about the candidate. I would do anything for the candidate. I would work to the point of exhaustion. I would use every tool at my disposal. I would write television attack ads that made the opponent look like a polluting, Medicare-hating, bribe-taking sociopath who spooned every night with fat-cat businessmen and convicted murderers. I would do anything for the people I was trying to elect. My loyalty to them was everything.

And then this thing happened.

When Howard Dean’s bid for the presidency finally did its crash-and-burn (not in an Iowa corn field, as it turned out, but onstage in an Iowa ballroom), a cynical, middle-aged campaign consultant who thought he’d seen it all, who thought he knew it all, an old pro who’d made it his life’s work to win elections at all costs, learned the most profound and unexpected lesson of his life.

This time, it wasn’t about the candidate at all. It was about the people. This was never about him. It was about them.

An amazing thing happened in the presidential contest of 2004: For the first time in my life, maybe the first time in history, a candidate lost but his campaign won.

When Governor Dean stood in my office and admitted that even he hadn’t expected to be thrust into the lead for the Democratic presidential nomination, he was saying what I’d known for months. That this was bigger than him. Certainly bigger than me. Bigger than the Democratic Party. Bigger even than determining who ran against George W. Bush in the general election.

This was nothing less than the first shot in America’s second revolution, nothing less than the people taking the first step to reclaiming a system that had long ago forgotten they existed. This was democracy bubbling to the surface, flooding the landscape, and raising all of us—an obscure Northeastern governor, his inexperienced supporters, and a handful of old political warhorses—along with it.


The Dean for America campaign arrived at just the right moment—a pivotal point in our political history, when forty years of a corrupt system had reduced politics to its basest elements—the race to raise money from one-quarter of one percent of the wealthiest Americans and corporate donors in exchange for dictating the policy of the country. Then, the side with the most money simply bought the most television ads to manipulate the most people—while instant polling, focus groups, and message testing refined the struggle to a few swing voters in a few key districts in a few key states, blurring any significant differences between the monolithic parties and destroying honest debate about issues like health care and the war in Iraq. Until every candidate sounded exactly the same, and a member of either party could proudly stand up and proclaim that his party had passed a Patients’ Bill of Rights—an utterly meaningless bill that, incidentally, didn’t provide health care for one single American.

If there is a playbook for this type of checkbook, top-down, cynical politics and governing, it was being written by George W. Bush’s administration. Simply tell the voters that you’re going to be compassionate, and then turn over the keys to the rich guys who wrote the checks. Hand the economy to the special interests. Turn the environment over to the oil companies. Wage war for the people who wrote the checks.

Against this backdrop of transactional politics, campaigns have become more vicious, more media savvy, more technologically advanced, more expensive and intensive, longer, bigger, and stronger in every way except one.

Somewhere along the line, they lost the voters.

As television transformed political campaigns, people began viewing elections as no different than any other product someone was trying to sell them—a new Chrysler, a new bacon-Monterey cheeseburger, a strapless pair of shoes. So they channel surfed. They tuned out. When the networks call elections before voters have even been to the polls, when they turn our political system into just another TV show (and not a very good one at that, something between the World Wrestling Federation and The Real World) all they do is encourage people to turn the channel.

So that’s what we did. We turned the channel.

From that seminal moment when I watched Robert Kennedy declare victory and then turn and walk toward his death in 1968, until now, the involvement of Americans in all levels of politics has fallen precipitously. I’m not talking just about the decline in the number of voters in the presidential election (which fell from 62.8 percent in 1960 to below 50 percent in recent years). The percentage of people who worked for a political party also plummeted, by about 42 percent in the past 30 years. The number who served on a committee for some local organization fell by 39 percent. Thirty-five percent fewer attended public meetings. Thirty-four percent fewer attended a political rally or speech.2

Across the board, Americans—made hopeless by a hope-killing process—have been leaving politics in droves.

I should know. I was one of them.

While I kept working in politics throughout the 1990s—mostly on TV ads for Senate and House candidates—I eased away from managing campaigns and began pursuing my other passion, technology. I worked for several computer and Internet companies, innovative, risk-taking twenty-first century businesses that threw away the old templates and began looking for new ways to do things.

Being a political junkie at heart, by the late 1990s I began daydreaming about a campaign that would be run the way these revolutionary companies were being run—not from the top down, with a $200 million TV ad budget and a detached board of directors, but from below: A campaign run by the people.

And that’s when Howard Dean came along, an underdog so far out of the race we had no choice but to test this strategy, blending my two passions, bringing to the political world the things I’d learned in the technological world, taking democracy to the last place where democracy stood a chance.

The Internet.

I’d be lying if I said that when I made the first inquiry about using an obscure web site called MeetUp.com to link Howard Dean supporters together from around the country, that I knew in a year we’d have 600,000 people passionately committed to our cause. That these people would raise up the one candidate who actually seemed to have convictions, who rejected the old politics, who took the people seriously by engaging them and empowering them in the one place where they could meet him, the one place where the ubiquitous presence of television couldn’t distort his message—on Internet bulletin boards and web sites, chat rooms and web logs.

Certainly, I had known that politics would eventually come to this point, just like every other aspect of our society will eventually come to this point. I’d seen for years that the ingredients were there for overthrowing a decaying political system and replacing it with something responsive and revolutionary.

But I’d also be lying if I said that Howard Dean was the only person in my office that day stunned by the sudden power surge of Americans banding together to take back a system that had failed them miserably.

A DOT-COM MIRACLE

Everyone knows by now how the Dean campaign ended, in a looped tape of seemingly misplaced, eleventh-hour enthusiasm (“And Oklahoma! And Arizona! And North Dakota!”). Challenged by something they didn’t create, couldn’t control, and never understood, the networks and news media flexed their atrophying muscles and repeated that clip over and over, as if it were Ronald Reagan being shot, the space shuttle Challenger exploding, John Kennedy’s Lincoln making its sad way along the Dallas streets in 1963, or that heat-seeking missile in Gulf War I, zigging through the dark and hitting its target over and over again, sometimes in slow motion.

It was hard to miss the glee with which the old media ran that clip.3

In the days and weeks that followed the end of the Dean campaign, the judgments against the governor and his army of followers were harsh.

His brief burst of momentum had been a fluke. A blip. Most of all, it had been just another Internet fad, a dot-com crash—long on capital, short on substance.

This is simply wrong. It was, in fact, a dot-com miracle.

In fact, it was a stunning victory that will resonate long after the election of 2004 is forgotten.

In fact, it was the opening salvo in a revolution, the sound of hundreds of thousands of Americans turning off their televisions and embracing the only form of technology that has allowed them to be involved again, to gain control of a process that alienated them decades ago. In the coming weeks and months and years, these hundreds of thousands will be followed by millions, and this revolution will not be satisfied with overthrowing a corrupt and unresponsive political system. It won’t stop at remaking politics. And it won’t pay attention to national borders.

In fact, if every business and civic leader in every sector of the economy and in every segment of society doesn’t think that in the next decade they’re in for Howard Dean-style surprises from the people they’ve been treating with total condescension, they haven’t been paying attention. Every business that spends $20 million on television advertising and just $20,000 to post a static web site that is updated once a month had better watch their backs. Every institution that doesn’t understand that the technology is finally here to allow people to reject what they’re being given and demand what they want had better start paying attention.

The revolution comes for you next.

When the Dean campaign ended and I sat down to write this book, several people asked if it would be a standard campaign memoir, a tell-all with all the juicy behind-the-scenes details about what went right and went wrong during Howard Dean’s dramatic rise and sudden fall.

These people still don’t get it.

The truth of this campaign, the “tell all,” the juicy behind-the-scenes details are these: a woman who sold her bike for democracy and inspired hundreds, maybe thousands of people to do the same; a man who raised $400,000 in one week by himself by doing nothing more than sending out an e-mail; an eighty-nine-year-old man who said that he thought he was done living until the Dean campaign re-engaged his life with meaning and civic purpose.

Yes, this book is the story of a long-shot presidential campaign. But it’s far more than that.

For me, it’s the story of a person who spends his life reconciling two vastly different worlds—politics and technology—and wakes up one morning to find himself standing at the place where they’re about to converge, to crash together and begin reversing fifty years of political cynicism in one glorious explosion of civic re-engagement.

It’s the story of dozens of committed people who waged a political campaign unlike any in history. It’s about the things that we did right, the mistakes we made, and the lessons we learned that can be applied to every election, every product, every issue in America. It’s about the man we rallied behind, a politician who had the courage to stand up and question the country’s path when all the others seemed to want nothing more than to hide.

But most of all it’s the story of people standing up and making themselves heard. It’s the story of how to engage those Americans in a real dialogue, how to reach them where they live, how to stop selling to them and start listening to them, how to make better use of the most revolutionary idea to come along since the first man learned to light a fire.

No, I’m not talking about the Internet. Or computers. Or telecommunications.

I’m talking about democracy.









PART I

GET ON THE PLANE









1

THE BEGINNING

Planes, Politics, and Pez Dispensers




I WAS BORN right when everything started going to hell.

It was 1956, full dawn of the television age, when the number of households with televisions topped 75 percent and when, not coincidentally, American political and civic involvement was beginning its long downward spiral. In my lifetime, television has become the dominant force in American life, affecting every part of our culture. At the same time, it began to erode some of the political and social underpinnings of the greatest civilization in history. If the Greeks were a people destroyed by hubris, the Aztecs by brutality, and the Romans by arrogance, Americans at the turn of the twenty-first century were a culture in danger of being ruined by Must See TV. Television’s impact has been so overwhelming, so insidious, that it is impossible for some people to imagine a world not dominated by it, to believe that something new could rise up and break TV’s fifty-year spell of cynicism and powerlessness.

But I have seen it.

And so have you.

We saw it when an army of nineteen-year-olds used Napster to bring the recording industry to its knees. We’re seeing it in corporate America, where small investors are beginning to band together on web sites and blogs to demand accountability from the companies they own shares in. We’re seeing it with TiVo and American Idol and a flood of reality programming, as television desperately tries to remake itself in the image of the Internet. We saw it in China, where citizens used the Internet to get their government to confront the AIDS epidemic and in the Philippines, where demonstrations organized by text messaging drove out the president of the country.

And we saw it most recently, in the United States, in Howard Dean’s insurgent bid for the presidency.

For twenty years, people have been calling this era of computers, the Internet, and telecommunications the “information age.” But that’s not what it is. What we’re really in now is the empowerment age. If information is power, then this new technology—which is the first to evenly distribute information—is really distributing power.

This power is shifting from institutions that have always been run top down, hording information at the top, telling us how to run our lives, to a new paradigm of power that is democratically distributed and shared by all of us.

I believe that what we do with that power will determine the course of this country. I believe that the Internet is the last hope for democracy. I believe that Americans will use it in the next decade to bring about a total transformation of politics, business, education, and entertainment.

Personally, I can’t wait. But then, I’ve always been the kind of person who thrives on change, the kind of person who runs headlong into things I don’t understand…even those things that scare me to death.

Ever since I was a kid, I’ve had this recurring nightmare. In the dream, my friends and family are frantically telling me that I have to get on an airplane. They won’t tell me why, but they are adamant that I do it: “You gotta get on that plane. It’s important. You have to get on that plane.”

I was seven or eight when I first began having this dream. It was so vivid, so real—and it was the same every time: “You gotta get on that plane.”

In the nightmare, the same thing always happens: the plane sputters and rocks and eventually goes into a dive, hurtles toward the ground, and blows up in a big fiery explosion. As befits someone who wakes up every other morning having just died in a plane crash, I grew up terrified of airplanes and of flying.

I think that most people, when confronted with this kind of phobia, would find a way to avoid flying at all costs.


Not me. I became obsessed with flying. Maybe as a way to conquer my fear, I learned everything I could about planes. I learned why they fly, how to take them apart, and how to put them back together again. I spent hours hunched over models. I read every book and magazine about planes that I could get my hands on. I went to the airport to watch planes take off and land. When I was old enough, I got jobs at airports working around planes. And, eventually, I chose a career that meant I’d be on airplanes most of my adult life.

In the end, I believe this is the only effective way to deal with an irrational fear like that—to put your mind to work on the problem, to turn the fear of flying into an understanding of it, a sense of wonder at the miracle of human flight.

I understand the fear of communication and information technologies. I know there are corporate and political leaders who, to this day, refuse to acknowledge the immense and mostly untapped potential of the Internet. I know why you belittle technology, why you call the Internet a fad, why you comfort yourself by believing that we left all that nonsense behind in a speculative stock bust. I know what motivates you to say that it costs too much, that it’s going to open the world up to new problems, that if you jump too soon into this new technology, you’ll fall out of the sky.

You’re afraid of this force you do not understand and cannot control. You’ll check your e-mails, or run a search engine, but you’d like the Internet to remain static, like television, where the shows might change, or the screen might get bigger, but for fifty years, the damn thing has generally stayed the same. It’s like the person who swallows his fear long enough to get on a plane, but doesn’t want to think about why it stays aloft. Always lurking behind that fear is ignorance; once you know why the plane flies…you’ll also have to confront why sometimes it doesn’t.

It’s natural to fear things we don’t understand. But in this era of warp-speed technological discovery that we’ve been in for more than fifteen years—when gadgets seem to become obsolete before you’ve finished reading the manual—fear of change (and its related fear of changing too soon) is a terminal condition.

I’ve got news for you politicians and business people and anyone else who has let your fear of technology keep you from understanding and embracing the Internet. This is the dominant technology—not of some distant future—but of tomorrow, of next week, of now.

And you’re almost out of time.

The quantum steps are coming faster now and the rate of change is about to become blinding. The stop and start of the dot-com boom and bust will seem like nothing more than the jet engines stalling, and then rumbling to life, and anyone who doesn’t admit that this technology is in the process of transforming America is going to miss the takeoff.

As I told Governor Dean in the beginning of his unlikely campaign for the presidency: In order to win, you can’t be afraid of losing. Before you can fly, you have to get on the plane.

THE FIRST CAMPAIGN

I grew up in Los Angeles in the 1960s and early 1970s. My parents split up when I was three and my father lived four hundred miles to the north, in San Jose. My mom remarried and divorced again, so I lived with my two brothers and two sisters in a tiny house on the wrong end of Sunset Boulevard. We were very poor—hand-me-down poor, water-on-your-cereal poor—but my tireless mother, Peggy, found a way to make it work, supporting five kids by working two waitress jobs, at Denny’s in the morning and at a nightclub until well after midnight.

It was in that house on Sunset that I first found my passion for airplanes and technology. It was also in that house, crouched in front of our black-and-white television set in 1968, when I was eleven, that I had my first vision of politics, of its power, of its ability to inspire and transform people, and also of its potential for tragedy.

I can still see Bobby Kennedy walking into that packed ballroom at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles—just a few miles from my house—and making his victory speech (“Now it’s on to Chicago and let’s win there!”). I was cheering in front of the television as he was led out of the ballroom through his supporters, and into the kitchen, and I was stunned watching the confused reaction—people running, pointing, crying—after Sirhan Sirhan shot him.

Our neighborhood was very poor and racially mixed: equal parts black, white, and brown; one of those neighborhoods where there was so much color no one much noticed, or cared—and where the newest toy was any baseball that still had its stitches intact. When you grow up surrounded by poverty, social justice and democracy are not abstract ideas. Hunger and joblessness are not just statistics when you see people lined up for welfare and unemployment checks. I watched my own mother work stubbornly to do everything she could to stay out of the welfare line—and then watched her cry and think she’d failed when sometimes the only way to put food on the table was to relent and stand in that line. Years later, when Ronald Reagan yapped on and on about Welfare queens in their limousines, my skin crawled.

While I wasn’t overtly political until I was in college, the Los Angeles I saw growing up reinforced the sensation I had watching Bobby Kennedy’s assassination: the world was an unfair place that needed improvement, and every once in a while someone special stepped up to do something about it—sometimes at great sacrifice.

In high school, I ran track and occasionally found myself in class, where I worked just hard enough to remain athletically eligible. And so my grades left something to be desired (unless you desired Cs). I had a friend named Marc Cobb, a black guy who lived in Watts and ran track with me, and one day Marc mentioned that he was getting ready to take the Standardized Achievement Test to get into college.

“The what?” I asked.

So Marc dragged me down to take the test with him. I often wonder about Marc, if he has any idea that he saved my life. Surprisingly, mostly to me, I crushed that test, scored around 1500. Suddenly colleges were contacting me.

I chose San Jose State University, where I wanted to study aeronautics. I put myself through college, working after class at a pizza place and as an all-night desk clerk at a seedy hotel. I also drove a delivery truck for my father, who had moved his florist shop to San Jose. He was a tough old Sicilian who considered college a waste of time and fully expected me to take over the business when I was done messing around with school.

One day during my freshman year, in 1974, I was in the cafeteria minding my own business, when I saw a guy with hair down to his ass, walking from table to table. At each table, he’d stop and say something, and the people would shake their heads no. Finally, he got to my table. He explained that his name was Dennis Driver and that he was running for student body president as part of a group called the Alliance for a New Democracy. But to run for president, he had to have a whole slate of candidates on his ticket and he needed one more name for the student council.

“Can I put your name down?” he asked.

When I looked skeptical, he said, “Look, don’t worry about it, man. You won’t win or anything. I just need a name for this slot.”

I let him put my name down and it turned out Dennis was right. The Alliance for a New Democracy was a lark, the fringest of fringe parties. In fact, of the twenty or so names he had on his clipboard, there would be only one winner.

Me.

I had made the first political blunder of my career: underestimating the value of a candidate with the last name Trippi on a college campus in the year 1974. The only candidates that I could possibly have lost to would have to be named Jimmy Acid or Tom Mescaline.

So I was on the student council. The next year, I was the student body vice president. Politics was my new airplane. I loved it. I became a shaggy-haired activist, leading the fight for campus parking, starting an independent newspaper, and reviving an edgy, defunct literary magazine.

One day, I was reading the daily San Jose newspaper, the Mercury News, when I noticed a front-page story about a city council race. The gist of the story was that this longtime councilman, Joe Colla, was essentially assured of retaining his seat because the filing date had passed and no serious challengers had surfaced. The least threatening of his opponents was an African American woman named Iola Williams. The story implied, at least to me, that Iola couldn’t possibly win in a city like San Jose, which was only 3 percent black.

I can’t tell you how much that story pissed me off. She can’t win because she’s black? This was 1975 in San Jose, California. Not 1955 in Savannah, Georgia. I was outraged. So I got on the phone, called Iola and asked if I could walk a precinct for her. Then I waded out among the tidy ranchers and split-levels in San Jose and knocked on doors, asking people to support Iola Williams. A couple of days later I did it again. There were only two hundred and forty precincts in all of San Jose, and I realized that if I could just get two hundred students to go with me, we could walk the entire city of San Jose in a day. So that’s what we did.


Iola didn’t win, but her surprising showing kept Joe Colla from reaching 50 percent, and forced a runoff with the guy in second place, Jerry Estruth. Iola called Jerry and offered her endorsement, but asked as a condition that he hire me to work on his campaign. So I did the same thing, got the college students to walk the city, this time for Estruth, who beat Colla. And when another city councilman was forced to resign after a scandal, Iola Williams was appointed to his position and, a few years later, would go on to be the first African American elected to the San Jose City Council.

Around the same time, the president of San Jose State, John Bunzel, was giving a series of speeches about the Alan Bakke reverse-discrimination suit, which was before the U.S. Supreme Court. Bunzel argued that Bakke had been wronged by the system, that affirmative action was a horrible thing.

Before I knew it, I was on the front page of the Mercury-News, leading a student movement calling for Bunzel’s resignation. We took our case to the city council, which called for Bunzel’s resignation. We petitioned the governor.

Finally, in 1978, John Bunzel resigned from San Jose State University.1

Not long after that, I also resigned from San Jose State University. Still a few credits shy of graduating, I was twenty-two years old and had already helped win two seats on the City Council, and was a key organizer in a drive that ousted a university president. I knew what I wanted to do with my life: work fulltime in politics.

About that time I was contacted by a bright, well-spoken, and preternaturally mature guy named David Bender (one of those people you’re surprised to find out is only a year older than you) to organize San Jose students in the Draft Kennedy movement, to get Senator Edward Kennedy into the 1980 presidential campaign. When Kennedy finally announced his candidacy in 1979, I called David, who was the California campus organizer: “David, you gotta get me into Iowa. I want to do advance for Senator Kennedy. This is all I want to do in the world. I want to get people out to vote, make sure they turn out.”


“Joe,” David said, “that’s not advance. Advance is when you go out ahead. What you’re talking about is field.”

At that point, I only knew two guys in politics, both of whom had recruited me for the Kennedy campaign, David, and an outgoing young advance guy named Jon Haber. If Jon was advance, that’s what I thought I wanted to be. “Look, I don’t give a shit what it’s called,” I said. “I just want to do it.”

A few days later, the call came. Get my ass to Des Moines, Iowa. I was ecstatic.

Months earlier, in my role as a campus agitator, I’d led protests against Bank of America for supporting apartheid by doing business in South Africa. Unfortunately, a row of businesses near the campus in San Jose got caught in the crossfire—businesses whose owners had loans with Bank of America and who wouldn’t have known South Africa from South Dakota, and couldn’t understand what the ruckus was about.

One of those businesses was my father’s flower shop.

When my dad asked me to stop, I told him that I was fighting for what I believed in. He looked at me and said that people at the bank were asking him, “Can’t you control our own son?”

It hurt, but I looked at him and shot back, “Tell ’em no, you can’t.”

So he was already furious with me when he found out I was dropping out of school to go work on a campaign, to be—in his words—“a bum” and “a hack.”

In late 1979, I packed my things and left San Jose, out of the florist business forever. It would be five years before my father and I would speak again.

DAWN OF THE GEEKS

I wanted to change the whole damn world.

Nothing short of that was worth getting out of bed in the morning. Whether it was taking on my own university president over affirmative action or defeating apartheid in South Africa, the only direction to move was forward: Do it better, fix problems, advance. That was the attraction of politics. Bobby Kennedy’s message was one of progressive democracy—not governing for the sake of governing, but bringing everyone forward, lifting the poor and oppressed, raising the quality of life for all Americans. If politics isn’t a force for change, if it isn’t committed to putting poverty and crime and racism and war behind us, then what good is it? If politics can’t improve the world, then why the hell bother? I suppose that was the appeal of the Democratic Party—it moved forward while the other side was conservative and reactionary, intent on keeping the status quo—or worse—rolling back the clock.

I was frustrated by the pace of change in America, and outraged by resistance to it. I desperately wanted to see what tomorrow looked like. If there was some method of getting there faster, some tool to involve more people, then I wanted it. Years later, when we first began using the Internet to propel Howard Dean’s presidential candidacy, people were shocked that technology could play such an important role in the regressive, always-done-it-this-way world of politics. What did a bunch of geeks hunched over keyboards have to do with running the country?

For me, politics and high tech have always sprung from the same well—the balls-out desire for progress, the idea that the greatest force for political and social change in America has always been the ingenuity and creativity of its people, and that if you bring enough of them together and give them the tools—a petition, a candidate, a computer—they could transform the world.

From the beginning, I was a child of these two fathers—politics and technology. And if San Jose State in the mid-1970s was where I became enthralled with the world of political organizing, it’s also where I became a full-fledged technology addict.

Even after I began to lean away from aeronautics as a career (I couldn’t really see spending the rest of my life in some room figuring lift drag coefficients), I continued to loiter around the San Jose State physics department, randomly signing up for the most speculative science classes available…like Laser Holography. I had no idea that the primitive work I was doing—shooting a red-beam laser off the face of a quarter to capture a shiny three-dimensional image of George Washington in a plate of glass—would be the same process thirty years later used in the holograms that appear on credit cards to foil counterfeiters.

As it turned out, San Jose was one of the birthplaces of the coming computer age, and so everywhere I turned someone was doing something fascinating that I had to find out about. I was especially drawn to the fledgling computer science labs, with their huge proto-computers—room-size reel-to-reel behemoths that ran on IBM index cards and didn’t have the processing power that your cell phone has today.

The first generation of geeks was everywhere, walking around Bay Area campuses, staring off into space, mumbling computer code, already beginning to plot their binary takeover, and I moved as easily in their world as I did in the campaign headquarters of Iola Williams.

Okay. Full disclosure: I was one of them. Beneath my bushy hair and denim jacket, I was just another gadget-obsessed geek, hunched over a computer screen, repairing pinball machines for extra money. The minute some new device came out that promised to help change the world, I had to have it, even if I was the only one.

It’s a classic problem with technology, the rate of penetration for the earliest users. For instance, when the telephone was developed in 1876, it was clearly a groundbreaking invention, but it would be nearly thirty years before 10 percent of Americans had a phone in their house. For decades, neither Alexander Graham Bell nor the phone company had any idea how powerful their new technology would become because they hadn’t figured out how to get it into the hands of users yet.

Of course, if I’d been around in 1880, I would have been one of those four people with a phone, sitting in my farmhouse staring at the thing I’d just traded my tractor for, wondering when the other three people were going to call me. I was the guy who bought the $2,000 calculator (with half the functions of today’s five dollar digital wristwatch). I raced down to Radio Shack and bought the first TRS-80 portable computer (affectionately called the Trash-80 by its users, reporters for big city newspapers and those sleep-deprived guys who hung around Radio Shack all day) and snugged the telephone into the little cuplet to transfer information…over the phone lines. I was even the proud owner of an Apple Newton, the much-beloved, ultimately failed, brick-sized precursor to all the Palm Pilots and PDAs. The technology graveyard is filled with gadgets that arrived two or three years too early and I owned almost every one of them.

I also remember, in the 1970s at San Jose State, staring over the shoulders of my friends into a primitive computer monitor and watching a bunch of numbers scroll across the screen, computer code that was being shared with a guy somewhere else in the country staring at his computer, over this fledgling network called the ARPAnet, an old defense department computer network and the precursor of what would later become the Internet.


From the moment it was first drawn up as a way to increase computing power by connecting researchers’ computers, the Internet was a singularly democratic and open network. The initial operating system for this network—before Bill Gates and Microsoft had the darkly brilliant idea of licensing and selling this stuff—was open and its source code was available to other programmers, who were invited to mess around with it, to see if they could improve it and pass the new-and-improved version on to the next person to tinker with and improve some more. As the technology guru Howard Rheingold wrote in his book Smart Mobs, “The Internet was deliberately designed by hackers to be an innovation commons, a laboratory for collaboratively creating better technologies.”

This ground-up architecture is what sparked the dynamic growth in computers and, eventually, the Internet—this open invitation to improve, to innovate, to make it better. Anyone could contribute to this system, and anyone did: government, corporate and university researchers and soon—fifteen-year-old kids in their basements.

All over San Jose, all over the country, people were envisioning not the world that was—a bunch of fuzzy numbers flashing over black and white screens—but the world that could be: a network, a web of computer users sharing information: life stories and computing tips, recipes for cookies and petitions to abolish apartheid.

It was a thrilling, intoxicating time, and I sometimes wonder what would have happened if, instead of deciding to indulge my political half, I’d stayed in Silicon Valley with my computer peers, like one friend from college who soon found himself working with a handful of other people to find other computer users who might be able to help his friend’s wife buy old Pez dispensers.

The little community they built, eBay, now has about forty-five million registered users. This year they will buy and sell $52 billion worth of Pez dispensers, baseball cards, sewing patterns, and whatever else strikes their fancy. But eBay is more than a multibillion dollar business; it is a community, a city of people broken into neighborhoods by hobby and interest and commerce, a community of people who, if they banded together, could rise up, and in a single day change the world all by themselves.
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THE FIRST CAMPAIGN

Jimmy Hogan, Irv Gadient, and the PDP-11




THERE’S ONE THING that most people don’t understand about a presidential campaign:

Everything.

Working day-to-day on a presidential campaign is unlike any other job on the planet. It’s a thankless job, an outrageously difficult job, the most emotionally draining, physically taxing, stress-creating job you can imagine, and when it’s done, it almost always ends in total, abject failure. Since 1968, sixty-three serious candidates have run for president on the Democratic ticket. Two have won. That’s two in thirty-five years. The other sixty-one have gone home broke, beaten, and exhausted. This is hard enough on the candidate, but for the staff—working twenty-hour days with no days off, desperately trying to do the impossible, and dying with every misstep—it’s the psychological equivalent of self-mutilation.

There’s no glory in working on a presidential campaign. Whatever glory there might be goes to the candidate. There’s no money in it. No prestige. No perks. You sleep on motel beds, or on couches or in cars, if you get any sleep at all. Dinner is a slice of pizza or a race through a drive-through window.

Working day-to-day on a presidential campaign is undoubtedly the stupidest human endeavor ever conceived.

And I believe everyone should do it once.


In November 1979, when I left San Jose, California, and drove my gold Ford Pinto 1,800 miles to Des Moines, Iowa, I was eager to do whatever I could to get Ted Kennedy elected president. This was not going to be easy. Kennedy had what we now call “character issues,” and was the nation’s preeminent liberal at a time when America was taking a sharp right turn. If all that wasn’t enough, he was also running against an incumbent president. Even though President Jimmy Carter’s popularity had fallen, it was still unheard of to defeat a sitting president from your own party, and to attempt it was considered political blasphemy.

But this was a Kennedy, the brother of the man who’d inspired me to get into politics, heir to the throne of liberal Democratic politics in America. I was thrilled and honored. I did what every foolish kid does when he gets to work on his first presidential campaign: I did somersaults down the halls.

My first assignment in Des Moines was to go to the airport and pick up a couple of other field organizers who were flying in. One of them was a bright, young guy named Tony Pappas, who until a few days earlier had worked in the Carter White House. People can work their whole lives and not get where Tony had gotten, but he’d just quit this prestigious, decent-paying position to work long hours in the field for Ted Kennedy for fifteen bucks a day, hoping that by some miracle he could get Kennedy, and maybe himself, to the White House…the very place Tony Pappas had just quit!

Right away I felt at home in this world of irrational commitment, with this collection of cynical idealists.

I knew all about the gonzo reputations of campaign organizers and career pols. In college, I’d devoured Teddy White’s Making of the President books and, especially, Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail. I was enthralled with Thompson’s description of a field-organizing legend named Gene Pokorny, a self-described “grassroots gunslinger” for presidential candidate George McGovern in 1972.

The guys I met on the Kennedy campaign were all from that mold—whip smart, caustically funny, tireless, fearless, and larger than life, just one shot of adrenaline from going over the edge. I felt like I’d found my long-lost tribe, the only people who thought and acted the way I did. We were called the Corn-Stalkers. Some of the guys were already big names in political organizing—like Carl Wagner, a contemporary of Gene Pokorny’s; John Sasso, who would go on to mastermind the Michael Dukakis campaign in 1988; Paul Tully, a gentle bear of a man and a former football star at Yale, who had worked for Eugene McCarthy, George McGovern, and Morris Udall; and Mike Ford, an Xavier graduate who cut his teeth on campaigns for Udall, Jerry Springer,1 and Birch Bayh, and who was just as big, just as eclectically brilliant, and just as totally nuts as Tully.

They called each other “Brother Ford!” and “Brother Tully!” or “Bro” for short, and there was nothing these guys wouldn’t do for you, nothing they wouldn’t do for each other, nothing they wouldn’t do for a vote, and nothing they wouldn’t do for a meal. I don’t know how many times I saw Tully and Ford, at two in the morning, rumble in carrying eight large pizzas, ready to break the arms of anyone who even thought about asking for a slice.

Every campaign is split between the people who come in with the candidate—usually trusted aides from his governmental staff—and the pros, campaign freelancers who drift off to the next campaign once the candidate wins (or loses). In general, the members of these two groups automatically assume the other group is made up of idiots. Even in the best campaigns, you view the other side with a healthy disdain: the coarse, unpredictable, antagonistic pols vs. the ambitious, overly cautious desk jockeys. I could see right away where I belonged—with the Fords and Tullys of the world.

Later, when the book Quest for the Presidency 1984 included my name in the same sentence as those guys—“…blooded 1980 campaign veterans like Paul Tully, Mike Ford and Joe Trippi…”—it was the most shocking and humbling thing I’d ever read. These guys were legends. I was…well…I was me. Seeing my name after those guys’ was like a career utility infielder coming across his own name mistakenly listed at the end of a great baseball lineup: Gehrig, Ruth…Trippi?

Back in 1979, about the only thing I had in common with Ford and Tully was that we all happened to be in Iowa. And unlike those guys, I didn’t know my ass from Des Moines.

Right away, we were assigned counties. Mike Ford was given Waterloo, Steve Murphy, who would emerge as another lifelong friend and a star in campaign organizing, Council Bluffs. I was given small, out-of-the-way, conservative Jones County. Then we were each given a list of the known Kennedy supporters in each of these counties.

I watched the county organizers get their names in boxes: Three boxes of names for this county. Two boxes for that county. Then came little Jones County.

My boss, Jack Corrigan, handed me an index card.

I turned it over in my hand. “What’s this? Where’s my box?”

“That’s it,” he said.

I looked down at the card. There was one name on it: Irv Gadient.

There were 20,401 people in Jones County, Iowa, and the only known supporter of Senator Edward Kennedy’s presidential candidacy was a guy named Irv Gadient? That day, I drove up to Irv’s house and put my stuff in his spare bedroom and sat there, staring out the window at miles and miles of flat, snow-covered farmland, while the other 20,400 people waited to see what Joe Trippi was going to do. I had never seen snow. And I didn’t have the first clue about where to start organizing a county.

As I told a group of Dean field workers in Iowa in 2003, I was petrified. I stood around for three days, staring at my shoes, sure that at any moment I was going to be discovered as a fraud.

And then I got on the plane. I used my fear to push myself into action, to conquer the thing I feared by taking it apart, by figuring out how it worked, by teaching myself on the fly how to organize a county in the Iowa Caucuses. Or to crash in the process.

I started in the small town of Olin, population 700, maybe a third Democrat, almost all of those Carter supporters. But I quickly found out there was a war going on in Olin. Cavey’s Café on Jackson Street had recently begun carrying Playboy magazine and the town was split down the middle between those who thought it was about time Playboy came to Olin, and those who thought it was the first sign of the Apocalypse.

Given Ted Kennedy’s negatives as a candidate, I doubt my superiors would’ve approved of my asking Dave Cavey to be the Chair of the Olin Kennedy campaign based on the fact that his café carried Playboy. But having now doubled my voter base to two, I began to work tirelessly, putting up signs, knocking on doors, wheeling and dealing and cajoling and, when necessary, driving my Pinto into a ditch and striking up a conversation with the farmer who came by in his tractor to help me out.


The Democratic chairman of Jones County was a crusty Carter supporter named Jimmy Hogan, who lived across the highway from Irv Gadient. Back then, in these rural towns, the caucuses were held in people’s homes and so, if a Carter supporter like Jimmy Hogan hosted the caucus, then out of a sense of Midwestern propriety—which trumps both political parties in Iowa—Kennedy supporters wouldn’t think of going to a fella’s house to disagree with him. The Kennedy voters would stay home and Carter would walk away with that caucus.

In a place like Jones County, Iowa, you get Jimmy Hogan and you were halfway to delivering the whole damn county.

This is something not everyone realizes about our political system. Not all voters are created equal. Some people carry more influence. In his book on consumer epidemics The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell writes, “…the success of any kind of social epidemic is heavily dependent on the involvement of people with a particular and rare set of social gifts.” Gladwell calls these influential people, people like Jimmy Hogan, “connectors.”

In the Dean campaign, we called them bloggers.

But in 1980, I wasn’t going to reach Jimmy Hogan with an e-mail or by posting on an electronic bulletin board. So I had no choice but to drive up his long dirt driveway and ask if he could somehow let his neighbors know that, even if they wanted to vote for Kennedy, they were still welcome in his house the night of the caucus.

Jimmy was a craggy old farmer, too busy to listen to my arguments. He pointed out that he had plenty of dairy cows that needed his attention a lot more than I did. For six weeks, I bugged him. Finally, he told me that he milked his cows every morning at 5 A.M. If I wanted to talk to him, I could show up then, but I’d better be ready to milk.

So I began showing up on Jimmy Hogan’s farm at five in the morning, milking cows and pleading for him to open his house up to Kennedy supporters.

Finally, with ten days to go before the caucus, he agreed.

Most people don’t really know how a caucus works, especially if they have the same experience with voting that I had in California: step into a voting booth, pull a curtain, punch a hole, and leave. All over the country, people do the same thing—casting their votes one at a time.


A caucus is a very different affair. It is grassroots politics at its most basic level, a bunch of neighbors getting together every two years to talk about their common interest—in this case politics—and, during a presidential campaign, to choose the candidate they prefer from the two major parties. They shoot the shit about farming and their families and the local basketball team, and then get around to talking about the issues that are important locally and the issues they’d like to see the party pursue. And then they divide into sides, count the numbers for each candidate, and assign delegates based on that number.

A caucus reveals something profound about our political system, the importance of the social and economic fabric that has always existed beneath our political systems—the very reason I had to ask Jimmy to welcome Kennedy supporters into his home. It is a system that reflects the way people live, the way they relate to their family, to their jobs, to their interests, and to their communities. The Iowa Caucuses are a participatory, social, bottom-up civic engagement—everything that politics has lost through its black-tar addiction to television advertising, and everything that the Internet offers again: a chance for people to not just vote, but to become involved again, to write the agenda, to contribute to the organization, to affect more than just the numbers. A business owner trying to understand how to reach a community of people on the Internet could do worse than to attend an Iowa caucus.

This is one of the key reasons I think that the Dean campaign was able to make good on years of commercial theories about the Internet in an area that few people expected. Political organizers like myself had years of experience with the very issues that create so much potential for growth on the Internet, issues that also make it difficult for the usual American corporate giants to control.

The night of my first caucus, in January 1980, I went to Jimmy Hogan’s house at 6:30 P.M., and watched his neighbors pull up in their pickup trucks and American sedans.

Jimmy’s living room was packed. When it came time to call for the vote, the two sides began moving to opposite corners of the room, an old flickering chandelier demarking the line between them. I watched the people move to their corners, doing the math in my head. It was close; a few votes either way could turn it. And just as they were about to start counting, this seventeen-year-old girl—Jimmy’s daughter, or maybe his niece, I can’t remember—began a slow determined walk across the room.

In Iowa, if you’re going to turn eighteen by the time of the general election, you can vote in the caucus. I watched, stunned, as this teenaged girl marched across the room, leaving the Carter supporters to go over to the Kennedy side. As she reached the chandelier, I started thinking, my God, if we could win in Jimmy’s house—

“Young lady,” Jimmy’s voice boomed across the room. “You take one more step and you’re grounded for the rest of your life.” I don’t know if she had any ballet training, but at that moment she performed a perfect pirouette under the chandelier, turned and walked right back over to the Carter side of the room.

Of course, all over Iowa, things like that happen. You show up to the caucus meeting, see your shop foreman on the Carter side and think twice about declaring for Kennedy. You pull up, see your ex-wife’s car, and just keep driving. It’s a nonscientific, arbitrary, messy, heartbreaking system. And it’s absolutely vital to our democracy.

That night, as the numbers started coming in, I was devastated. I had lost. I had let the senator down. When it was done, we’d dropped Jones County by three hundred votes, which translated to four percentage points, 52 percent to 48 percent. Here I’d been working day and night, cutting deals with Dave Cavey, milking cows with Jimmy Hogan, plotting and planning with Irv Gadient, driving my car into ditches all over eastern Iowa, knocking on a good share of the county’s 6,931 front doors. And for what? To lose?

I called Jack Corrigan to dutifully report my failure. I was in agony. “I’m sorry, Jack. I let you down.”

“Gimme the numbers,” he said gruffly. “How bad is it.”

I told him.

He was quiet for a moment. Then he asked me to repeat the numbers. I did.

“Joe, you only lost by four. Do you realize we’re getting creamed all over the state? We’re getting beaten by thirty points. You only lost by four? In Jones County? Hell. You did great, bro.” In Kennedy organizing circles, there was no greater way to honor someone than to call them bro or sister, and now I had joined the ranks of Tully and Ford and Corrigan—somehow in losing Jones County, I had become a brother. And I’d learned something important about politics Kennedy-style: The cause was everything. Win or lose, spend yourself completely, leave nothing on the table, not even your health. Losing would be painful, but not as painful as knowing there was something else you could’ve done.

In Jones County, there was nothing more I could do. The final numbers for the state were as grim as Jack promised. Jimmy Carter beat Ted Kennedy by 28 points that night in Iowa. He won 98 of the 99 counties. Only three counties in Iowa did better for Kennedy than Jones County. The fraud police would have to come for me some other day.

I had found a home in the insular, adrenaline-driven world of political organizing. After Iowa, in quick succession, I worked my ass off on the ground in Maine, New Hampshire, Illinois, Arizona, Texas, and Michigan. Of course, Carter swept past us to victory in the Democratic primaries, only to lose to Ronald Reagan in a landslide in the general election. When it was over, I was empty. I had never been so tired in my life. I was certain about two things: It was the greatest thing I’d ever been involved in. And I would never do it again.

DROPPING PEBBLES IN THE WATER

The 1980 presidential race over, I began a cycle I’d continue for the next eight years: doing organizational and field work for other races—members of congress, mayors, governors, city attorneys—and vowing that I would never, ever, as God is my witness, take another presidential. And I meant it.

In 1981, I went to work for Tom Bradley, the mayor of Los Angeles, who had decided to try and become the first African American governor of California.

Political organizing is all about finding those people who think like you do and drawing them into your organization any way that gets them involved—everything from canvassing to donating money to simply voting for your candidate—while at the same time trying to get your message out to the people who haven’t decided yet.

In that way, it’s not so different from Ford Motor Company, or Burger King, both of which need to keep serving those people who already like Ford F-150s or Whoppers. But they also need to draw in the guy who doesn’t know what kind of truck he wants, or the person who is hungry but doesn’t know what sounds good, or even the person who didn’t know he was hungry or never imagined he wanted a truck.

The difference is that since television began revolutionizing and dominating advertising and the rest of our culture, Ford and Burger King have simply thrown their ads on the air and waited to see who shows up. This is top-down, one-to-many advertising and for the last half of the twentieth century, it was the only way to do business.

But for 150 years in America, politics worked in the other direction, on the ground, from the bottom up. Even when I started, in 1980, a good portion of the job was still done at the grassroots level. This was the part of politics that I loved and the part that I was best at—the field work, meeting with people, getting them involved, navigating the real-world communities, neighborhoods, labor unions, and other places where people intersect with their political lives.

As a field organizer, you’re always looking for tools to help you identify your voters. On the Kennedy campaign, I had set up a lemonade stand with a sign offering free lemonade to Kennedy voters, with the idea that rather than make fifty thousand phone calls, maybe we could get them to come to us.

On the Tom Bradley campaign in 1981, still living in the two worlds I’d inhabited since college, I made what I thought was another innovative suggestion.

We needed a computer.

They just stared at me. It was like I’d suggested we buy a submarine.

When I couldn’t get anyone at the Bradley campaign to agree to spend $17,000 for a computer, I went into debt to buy one myself and leased it to the campaign for $500 a month. I can’t say for sure, but it had to be one of the first computers ever used in-house by a political campaign.

There was no such thing as “a personal computer” then. This one was a 16-bit DEC PDP-11, top of the line, as technologically advanced as you could find in 1981. This meant it looked like a washing machine, only bigger, with a plastic, Star Trek-looking one-piece monitor/keyboard on top. It had a whopping 1.5 megabytes of memory—the equivalent of two or three great big floppy disks, piles of which were stacked like cordwood around the Bradley offices.


We used the computer to organize the names and addresses of supporters and potential Bradley voters. Even with the memory limitations of the PDP-11 system (one floppy might only hold half of the people whose name started with A) it turned out to be the perfect tool for storing and sorting names. We used it to send out direct mailers to certain precincts, including some that were overwhelmingly African American and overwhelmingly poor. It was a tremendously successful fund-raising tool, and yet the results were bittersweet, too. I still remember some of the notes that came with those $5 and $10 money orders, from people who had been overlooked by politicians before. “I believe in you, Mayor Bradley.” “You give me hope. I’m not gonna eat today so I can send you this money.” We had serious ethical discussions about whether we should take money from people who really couldn’t afford to support a candidate. But Bradley was their candidate. We took the money.

Election night with Tom Bradley was unlike anything I’ve ever seen, before or since. And it was the first time I had that curse of seeing something no one else could see—even if it was only a few hours before they saw it.

In what probably was another computer first for a campaign, we had moved the PDP-11 to the Presidential Suite of the Biltmore Hotel and rigged a direct line into a box on the roof of the hotel. This connected the PDP-11 with the California Secretary of State’s computer, which was tabulating results as they came in from the state’s precincts. Here it was 1982 and I was sitting in a hotel room in Los Angeles, watching numbers fly across my screen—the results of an election in real time. As the polls closed, all the exit numbers had Tom Bradley winning. I was in the mayor’s suite, babysitting the PDP-11 and monitoring the results when I turned on the TV and saw Nelson Rising—the brilliant chairman of the Bradley campaign—downstairs at the Bradley victory party in the Biltmore’s ballroom. The television stations had all cut live to the scene, where the crowd was going crazy. A reporter asked Nelson, “Mr. Rising, how does it feel to be the next chief of staff to the governor of California?” In the room, I was so happy I cried. My God, we had done it. Against the longest odds, we had elected the first African American governor in U.S. history. And then I happened to look over at the PDP-11, the numbers dancing across its screen, counties flashing as new results hit the state’s computer in Sacramento, a blur and jumble of data spilling out so fast you needed a printout to digest it. Something was wrong. It screamed out at me in those scrolling numbers—2,000 votes here, 534 votes there.

I turned to the staffer next to me. “Go pull Nelson Rising off the floor of the Ballroom—get him up here now!”

One by one we pulled key staffers aside, but many didn’t want to believe my projection—hell, I didn’t want to believe it either. But somewhere in that mess of digits, there was a 100,000 vote anomaly.

Tom Bradley had lost.

In the end, George Deukmejian won the governorship of California by fewer than 53,000 votes. And the greatest victory speech I have ever heard was never given.

Tom Bradley had decided if he won that night he was going to use television differently than any politician before or since. He was going to walk out to the podium of the Grand Ballroom of the Biltmore Hotel and look out at his glitzy Hollywood donors and the wealthy supporters who had funded his campaign and he was going to ask them for some patience—there was someone more important that he needed to talk to. Then he was going to look straight at the press riser and dead-ahead into all of those television cameras and ask the viewing audience on all three networks for patience—there was someone he needed to talk to even more important than them. “Please, I know it’s late, but please wake up your children, I have something I want to say to them. Something important.” And after a moment, he was going to read from a simple speech he had drafted himself, for California’s children. “Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t make it in this country. Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t make a difference in this world. I am the son of a poor family of Texas sharecroppers. I was taught to play by the rules, to work hard, as hard as I could, to never ask for favors…and always to dream. I stand here tonight as living proof that in California, in America, dreams can come true. That someone born with no chance could stand here tonight as the elected governor of the largest state in our nation means that anything is possible—that you can grow up to be whatever it is you dream of being, and from this day forward your parents and I will work together to make sure you have the same opportunity to succeed in life that I had.”

We fell short of delivering that speech by one-and-a-half votes per precinct. One-and-a-half. I watched a stoic, stately Tom Bradley slide that version of his speech back in his breast pocket, raise his head high, and deliver a completely different speech, one of concession. It would not be the last time I saw a man who represented something bigger than all of us lose. And it wouldn’t be the last time my heart was broken for lack of a few votes. To this day, I wonder how much different our country would be today if that speech had been delivered. And knowing what that speech meant, what Tom Bradley would’ve meant as governor, it tortures me to think that there was something else I could’ve done to get just one-and-a-half more votes per precinct, votes that would’ve made all the difference in the world.

I was twenty-six years old. I had learned that no matter how noble a candidate or his campaign, the other side still kicks as hard, still runs negative ads, still spends millions to beat you. No matter how noble the cause…you can still lose. I came away from the Tom Bradley campaign excruciatingly aware that the more you believe in something, the more it hurts when you fail. My problem was that no matter how much politics was becoming a business, I couldn’t stop myself from believing.

After Bradley, I worked a couple other campaigns and then found myself doing what I vowed I’d never do, taking the only job I have ever held in any level of government. I followed Jules Radcliff, the big, razor-sharp campaign manager for Tom Bradley, to work for the California lieutenant governor, Leo McCarthy. Jules worked as the chief of staff and I was his deputy. But months into the job, I was miserable. I couldn’t get anything done. I’d come up with a good idea and have to submit it to some legislative committee, which would spring into action by tabling it. I felt like a caged animal.

The 1984 presidential race was off and running without me. Walter Mondale, who had been vice president under Jimmy Carter, was the clear Democratic front-runner to challenge Reagan, but he’d gotten an early shock from California Senator Alan Cranston, who had been hiding in the bushes, ignoring the long preparations for primary and caucus season. He had chosen instead to run a guerilla operation in Wisconsin—concentrate all his efforts to win an early straw poll (a preliminary, nonbinding vote, a cross between a caucus and a fund-raiser, in which tickets are sold to events.)

Mondale, with his huge, experienced, and professional—some might say bloodless—campaign organization, was furious. His team, finally realizing what Cranston was up to, looked up at the map and knew in an instant where the California senator would go next—Maine, the other state with a nonbinding straw vote. Mondale turned to Mike Ford and asked him if there was someone he could find who could put Maine in the Mondale column.

That day, in the fall of 1983, I was working in the lieutenant governor’s office when the call came. I could tell just by hearing McCarthy’s end of the conversation that it was Fritz Mondale on the phone. And I could tell they were talking about me.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Vice President. Yes, Joe is very good. But I can’t let you have one of my staff guys.” McCarthy had promised Cranston that he wouldn’t do anything to help any of the California senator’s rivals.

After he hung up, Leo thought about it for a moment, and finally, he came over. He explained that he couldn’t possibly give me permission to go work for the Mondale campaign. “Of course,” he said carefully, “if you were to quit and go off and do something insane on your own…I mean…what could I do? I couldn’t stop you. I might even forgive you and hire you back in a few years.”

I was gone the next day.

I had sworn to myself that I wouldn’t work another presidential, but I couldn’t stay away, and I ended up working even harder than I had in 1980. One reason was the sheer thrill of working alongside Tully and Ford again, even though we weren’t exactly welcomed with open arms by the people we’d fought against in 1980 on the Carter team, many of whom had moved over to help Mondale.

The other reason I loved working on that campaign was Fritz Mondale himself, who turned out to be one of those leaders you would do anything for to help him get elected. To this day, I think that of all the presidential candidates I’ve ever seen, he had the best temperament, experience, and preparation for the office.

But he was in trouble before the primary season even began.

The first place we had to stop the bleeding was in Maine, where Cranston had done a number on us. The Maine straw poll conventions had a limited number of delegate tickets and he’d wrapped up more than enough to win it. We were screwed.

Looking at the jigsaw map of Maine’s sixteen counties, I realized that many of the smaller towns hadn’t held caucuses to elect delegates to the straw poll. But there didn’t seem to be any reason why they couldn’t. Ford and I had a band of young, unkempt organizers we’d trained to run on adrenaline, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and beer (those old enough to drink) and we raced around the state, setting up ninety-three new caucuses in three days. It was a fast one: Elect a bunch of delegates in towns no one knew about and hope the Cranston people didn’t find out in time to put up a fight. And it worked. We elected a bunch of new delegates to the straw poll convention and caught the local state Dems and Cranston off guard. But we still didn’t know if it would be enough to win.

The night of the count, Ford was on the floor of the raucous convention hall, calling in the numbers or holding up the phone so we could hear them announced right there on the floor. Up in our hotel room, the old Carter/Mondale guys were telling Fritz that it didn’t look good (and to be fair, it didn’t look good) but I sidled up to him and said not to worry. We were going to win.

The counties were listed in alphabetical order, and Ford was calling in the results of each one. Androscoggin County…Aroostook County…Right away, the former vice president fell way behind and the old Carter guys nodded solemnly and told him to be prepared to lose.

“Nope, you’re gonna win,” I repeated, drawing raised eyebrows.

With one county to go, Mondale was still behind and the old Carter guys were writing it off, saying it was over.

“Oh yeah?” I said. “Watch this sucker.”

Ford called again from the floor. “Are you ready?” He held up the phone.

Each time a county read its results, it was stretched out, the way the states do at the national party conventions. We sat there, while they droned something like: York County, the county of dogs and yellowfish and crab-flavored ice cream (or whatever the hell it was) casts 321 votes for Mondale, 5 for Cranston. Mondale is the winner!

Fritz and I leapt out of our chairs and high-fived, but out of the corner of my eye, I could see the old Carter guys just didn’t seem as happy. They’d been wrong about the outcome and the victory had come at the hands of two Kennedy guys and our young peanut butter and jelly troops. It was culture clash, pure and simple, and I was troubled by it. For me, campaigns had been about brotherhood and working for a common cause. This was the first time I’d seen two different political cultures exist in the same campaign and struggle to come to terms with each other. But because Fritz and his campaign chairman Jim Johnson trusted each other completely—and because Johnson did a masterful job of making sure both sides knew the rules (and what hell there would be to pay if lines got crossed or petty fights broke out)—the Mondale campaign held together as a strong, effective team throughout the primaries. In later campaigns, I would see what happened when that trust wasn’t there, or when a strong chairman wasn’t there. It almost always meant that any internal struggle would tear a campaign apart, since no single person had the power to stop it.

After “the Maine miracle,” we had to scramble to get ready for the Iowa Caucuses. This time, I ran the whole state. Instead of one county, I had ninety-nine. And the pressure increased by about the same ratio.

But even running a whole state on the ground like that, it’s still about those people, about the connections that you make with them. Unlike TV advertising—one-to-many—field organizing is best when it involves people in the organization, in a dialogue, back and forth, many-to-many. You work with people who go out and work with other people and soon you create a community built on respect, mutual interest, and loyalty.

I suppose that’s why, a couple of times, a mysterious “high-priority stop” would make its way onto Mondale’s crowded schedule while he was speaking in Dubuque or Des Moines or one of the other larger Iowa cities where the candidates spend the bulk of their time. The Mondale buses would rumble across the flat farmland and turn into a barn in the middle of nowhere.

Irv Gadient’s barn.

“What the hell are we doing here?” Mondale asked when he looked at the enthusiastic, but admittedly small group of supporters in Irv’s barn.

I tried bluffing: Jones County was an important cog in the overall Iowa strategy, but just then Irv came up and told the candidate how I had lived in his house for two months back when we were both for Kennedy and was like a son to him and how it was nice that I repaid him by finally bringing an actual candidate to Jones County, because the candidates never visited Jones County. Mondale shot me a look but was, as ever, gracious.

We won Iowa handily, with 49 percent of the vote, 33 points higher than our closest rival, but the victory revealed some obvious cracks in the Mondale campaign. His organization had done such a good job presenting itself as an efficient, classic Democratic machine, that the former vice president was vulnerable to the fresh ideas and youthful energy of Gary Hart, who followed a 16-point second-place Iowa finish with a stunning victory in New Hampshire.

A good political operative learns as much from his rivals as he does from his own campaign and as I watched Gary Hart, I was fascinated by his campaign. Every other candidate ran around Iowa speaking to as many large crowds as he could fit in—the way politics had always been done. But Gary Hart would pop into a town and look for that one key person. His pebble. Then he’d drop the pebble into the water. And leave. Let that energy ripple out to the other folks in town.

He described it as the politics of concentric circles—the idea of waves spreading out from a single stone thrown into the water. He’d concentrate his considerable charm and intelligence on one or two key people and genuinely connect with them. He believed that his message would spread outward from that one person better than if he diluted his message in a roomful of people.

Against the strongest Democratic candidate in decades—Mondale had every union lined up, every major Democratic constituency working for him—Hart’s concentric circles spread and he stormed to victories in the Northeast and the West and was threatening to catch Mondale in New York and Pennsylvania. That’s where I went next, for another burst of wall-to-wall, nonstop shoe-leather campaigning. When I arrived in Pennsylvania, we were fourteen points behind Hart. We swung the polls by twenty-eight points and beat him by fourteen. We won in New York, too, securing the nomination, only to be crushed by Reagan in November.

But I never forgot Hart’s strategy. What had seemed counterintuitive at the time began to seem brilliant to me, especially for an insurgency campaign, the idea that you could spread a candidate or a cause or an issue like a virus—starting with a small, key group of people and letting them run wild for you. Unfortunately, back then there was no tool that would help you create that momentum. Not yet.

Once again, when the 1984 campaign was over, I was totally exhausted. I wanted to sleep through 1985. This time, I told myself, I really was done. Grassroots, shoe-leather organizing was thrilling, but the relentless physical exertion made it a younger man’s game. After nine years of this stuff, I was ready to move to what I thought was the cerebral side—crafting the strategy, speeches, spots, and substance of the campaign—the collective elements known as “message.” Unfortunately, I was arriving at a time when the message was being completely devoured by the medium—television and its evil spawn: negative advertising, constant polling, and voter apathy. Over the next few years, as I became an expert at this cynical game, the profession that I’d once seen as a calling—politics—would begin to seem like the lowest, most disgusting business in the world.





1 Yes, that Jerry Springer. Before he was a talk show host breaking up fights between adulterous transgender couples, Springer was the mayor of Cincinnati.
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