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To my family who told me

dreams do come true

To the critics who fuel my fire,

the skeptics who keep me going,

and those who hope I fail

To democracy, free speech, and those

who defend the rights of this country

This book is dedicated to you





     

Life is too short to complain so make something with what you have.UNKNOWN

If it werent for the last minute, nothing would get done.

UNKNOWN

Remember Ben, D is for diploma!MY FAVORITE TEACHER

Half of the American people have never read a newspaper. Half never voted for president. One hopes it is the same half.GORE VIDAL

Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, can become great.MARK TWAIN

Adversity causes some men to break; others to break records.

WILLIAM A. WARD

A real leader faces the music, even when he doesnt like the tune.

UNKNOWN

Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world.

ALBERT EINSTEIN
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Introduction




I could talk all day and all night and into next week about everything I love about being an American. But you know what? Pride in your country can never be a passive experience. We cant just sit back in our recliners and say, Yep, we rule! If we do, this country will find itself continuing to head in the wrong direction and going there in a big hurry. The real question is why we continue to trust the politicians and the other powers that be to look out for regular people like you and me.

Almost any poll will tell you that Americans just dont trust politicians. Heck, it seems that Americans cant stand politicians in general. I am writing this book to encourage everyone to help take back what is rightfully ours. The time has come to decide that we are going to band together and make some serious noise. You should know I am a conservative, and I dont like what the Democrats stand for. If still, after you read this book, you dont like conservatives, then please by all means fight against what I believe in. The bottom line is, get involved and be heard.


You might think Ive got some very powerful people backing me up. Where else would I get my confidence? Well, thats just not the case. I get my confidence from being close to God. No, I am not a Bible beater. In fact, I hardly talk about God in this book. But you should know that the foundation of my beliefs comes from my strongly held faith in God. I also believe in old-fashioned family values. And I believe in respecting my elders because there is a lot we can learn from them.

I am lucky enough to have been raised in a quiet community in Memphis, Tennessee, where I learned that no one should ever have to apologize for being close to their family. My parents are a huge part of who I am. They taught me that sometimes you have to stand up and be counted. They taught me that we need to make sure our voices are heard. We have the right and responsibility to clear our throats and speak out loudly and clearly so all the leaders of this country can hear us when we tell them, Its my country too!

I am proud to say I believe in God. I am proud to say I believe in people. I am proud to say I believe in the American dream. Its time we all start to believe in who we are and stop listening to people in Washington who tell us they know whats best for us. I wrote this book because I wanted to inspire others to let themselves be heard. I am living proof that anyoneand I do mean anyonecan make a difference. You will never know if you dont give it a try. Take it from me, it feels good. Actually, it feels great. For me, theres nothing more fun than going on TV and debating someone like Janeane Garofalo who thinks shes some big expert on world affairs and politics. Last I checked she was only an actress and comedian. The war in Iraq was one of the saddest things I ever saw. Before the war, very few Americans had even heard of Janeane Garofalo or the guy who made that movie Bowling for Columbine, Michael Moore. And very few Americans ever sat around listening to the music of Moby, another half-famous Hollywood activist who decided that all of a sudden he was qualified to tell the American people that we should not go to war. Mike Farrell, Susan Sarandon, and Tim Robbins were just a few of the other Hollywood types who joined the club to argue that we should let Saddam Hussein continue torturing his own people. These are the people who inspire me to make a difference. These Hollywood liberals dont know anything about war. They have no background in foreign relations, and Id bet you money they couldnt tell you how the United Nations actually operates. But even so, they backed the UN in its opposition to the war, and they backed the liberal movement against George W. Bush. But in reality they were backing Saddam. I am sick and tired of these people influencing my generation. Its people my agenot older Americanswho say to themselves, Hey, theyre famous; lets back their cause. If Ive got one goal, its to let my generation know how they are being used by these famous Hollywood types, the powerful Washington types, and the anti-American types.

The second reason I am writing this book is to show people that being a conservative does not mean you are rich, old, and wear a sweater-vest. Being conservative is a mind-set, not a lifestyle, and I am living proof of that. Sure, some conservatives can be as boring as heck, but I still like the conservative ideas and thats why I believe in them. What I dont like are liberals like Ted Kennedy or Howard Dean who bash the right wing with criticisms that dont even add up. These Democrats run around thinking they are better than the rest of us, and they think people will just accept what they say, because the way they say it drips with sanctimony and holier-than-thou empathy. You would think they would have enough respect for the American people to make their case in an honest, straightforward way. Forget it. It wont ever happen. Just look at someone like Bill Maher, the host of Real Time. The only way he ever wins a debate is by bringing on two other liberals to fight with him, and when the conservative tries to talk, he drops the f-bomb and talks over them until the audience laughs and it looks like Maher wins. But if he really had to prove himself talking about politics, he would fall flat on his face. The only way someone like Bill Maher can win an argument is to turn it into a one-sided discussion. Liberals like one-sidedness. It empowers them. They think other liberals will tune in if you can listen to a lot of people sitting around agreeing with one another on everything. They see being a liberal as belonging to some club, and if you are part of the club, then you must be right, and everyone else must be wrong. But their arguments just dont hold up when they are exposed and discussed in detail. That is why liberals have to resort to personal attacks so often. That is why they make fun of you personally. Otherwise, if they had an audience of average Americans and not just fellow liberals, they would lose every time. I say to liberals like these: Bring it on! You can put me up against an Al Franken or a Bill Maher anytime if you take away their stage and supporting cast. Take it away and theyll lose every time. I guarantee it!

If you look at issues like gun control or affirmative action, its clear that the only way liberals can convince you they are right is to show you a false picture of reality. Gun sales have gone up in this country since the September 11 terrorist attacks. More people own guns than ever before. So, according to the arguments we have been hearing for so long from antigun nuts, violent crime should be a raging epidemic. We should be seeing more and more murders each year. But since the facts dont bear out that argument, liberals with a thing against guns just switch to some new argument, or they try to manipulate people by using some fresh horror story pulled from the headlines.

Its the same with racial quotas. These make sense to no one, except maybe liberals who use this subject to get the minority vote. Democrats use minorities like theyre going out of style. They are like the latest fashion accessory from Louis Vuitton or Brooks Brothers. And thats how they defend quotas. It amazes me that we still hear liberals arguing that because of history, we must pay past debts of discrimination by holding spots open for candidates with special qualifications. What does it take for these people to accept that this do-gooder mentality only makes things worse? If you discriminate against anyone, and deny him or her a job or a spot in school so you can give it to someone else less qualified because of the color of his or her skin, the person discriminated against will become bitter and angry. That bitterness and anger will find a way out, sooner or later. And even the people who get the special treatment have their own issues. They will always wonder if they could have done it on their own without getting special breaks.

So many issues are as clear and obvious as these two, if we would only debate them honestly. The problem is liberals never want to let this happen. I believe they are afraid that their arguments wont hold up under the publics eye. That is why it drives them crazy when someone like President Bush talks to the American people in plain English. And Im sure the liberals go even more nuts when they see the public respond favorably. George W. Bush doesnt talk down to people. He doesnt think he is smarter than you, me, or your cousin Mabel. Hes not in love with the sound of his voice. He speaks only when he has something to say.

People laughed at me when I was thirteen or fourteen and started saying I wanted to have my own radio talk show. They laughed some more when I said I wanted to go on network TV to debate the issues. But I have been on Fox News, MSNBC, CNBC, and CNN many, many times, debating a wide variety of issues. I became the youngest syndicated-radio talk-show host in the country when Radio America gave me a show on Sundays, and I am happy to say that Im now heard on more than a hundred stations.

I have accomplished my goals with no special advantages. I didnt get my radio show because my mom or dad owned a radio station. I didnt get on national TV because my parents work for a network. And no, my grandfather is not someone like Ted Turner (thank goodness). The fact is, my parents are not rich. I got my own show because I have a perspective on my generation that is unusual among the media, and I can seriously debate on the big issues of our times. This is because I have learned to inform myself about whats going on in the world. I love newspapers, and I love history. It is only with a good sense of the past that we can learn how to plan the future. Inform yourself like I have. If you want to make a difference in America, you must study current events and history. If I can do it, you can, too.

Finally, if you read this book and it makes you angry, thats great. But dont just get mad. Do something about it. That is what needs to take place in America. We have to turn this great country around. Most politicians have no clue what the average American goes through. Sure, they have polls to tell them what we think, but I have never heard of a poll making this country a better place to live. The only way they will change is if we force them to listen. That is how we will take back what is ours, and it all starts with you.










    
Part I

Son of the South







      

Chapter 1

Falling in Love with Radio




I was always fascinated with radio. I guess I had an overactive imagination, because when I heard people talking on the radio, I would spend a lot of time wondering what they looked like. It was that same curiosity kids naturally have about the unknown. I think I just took it a little further. I would listen to the deejays and try to paint a picture in my head of what they looked like. Were they tall? Or short? Thin? Or fat? A mental picture would pop into my head, based on how they sounded. I would try to imagine the studio, the microphones, every detail I could put together in my head without ever having seen a studio in person.

Having time to listen to radio was one of the big advantages of homeschooling. I am sure I would never have ended up where I am now if I had not spent so much time in the family minivan driving around town with my mother while other kids were stuck in boring classrooms, staring at the walls or ripping apart their paper, piece by piece. If my mother would drive to the supermarket, I went with her. If she would drive to the post office, I went along for the ride. We spent a lot of time together, which I think was good for our relationship, and it also gave me plenty of chances to listen to the radio with her as we sat in the car. Sometimes we listened to music, but by the time I was eight years old or so, we started to listen to Rush Limbaughs show almost every day. Wed be driving to my tennis lessons, or taking my sister to horseback riding, and along the way we would be tuned into Rush Limbaugh, who became a big influence on me.

Rush was just starting to make a splash around that time. He worked in music radio for a Pittsburgh stations in the early 1970s and even had a show for a while as Bachelor Jeff and Jeff Christie, but he quit radio for a while and went to work for the Kansas City Royals baseball team as director of group sales. He was doing political commentaries on Kansas City radio but was fired from that job when they decided he was too opinionated. Imagine that! Rush daring to express his opinions! I bet those guys who decided to fire him felt like real geniuses a couple of years later when Rush was the talk of every living room in America. He moved to Sacramento to start his first talk show and did well out there. It was July 1988 when he moved to New York to start his national show, and, not much later than that, my mother and I started listening to him and other talk radio a lot.

I was pretty young, so I dont remember being impressed by his opinions, or his ideas, or his arguments. I just loved that he could keep talking and talking and talking without ever slowing down, no matter what the subject was. That was kind of my dream. He was my hero and not because I thought he was so fascinating. I was just amazed at the way he came on the air every day, and he could talk about anything he wanted. I remember thinking that I would love to do that, too. I just knew right away that it would be great to have the chance to talk about whatever I wanted to talk about every single day and have people listen to me. That idea intrigued me.

I also remember loving the fact that here Rush was, basically an unknown at that point, and he would go after anybody, no matter how big they were. That to me was cool. It wasnt like he was famous back then. It wasnt like he was a movie star. He just seemed real to me, like someone you would talk to when your parents had a bunch of neighbors over for a Fourth of July barbeque, or something like that. Its hard to explain, because now everybody knows Rush Limbaugh. But back then he was just starting out, and even then, there was this sense that you knew him, even though you had never met him. I think thats what made me feel such a strong connection to him. He was just a totally different kind of personality than the famous people I was aware of at that time, who seemed remote and untouchable somehow. You couldnt really connect with movie stars. Maybe you see them in a movie, and on the cover of People magazine, but you never feel any immediate sense of connection.

Dont get me wrong. I am sure I absorbed more from Rush than I will ever know. If not for him, I might not have developed such a love of undressing liberals in public by pointing out all the flaws in their arguments. I might not have learned to have quite so much fun making jokes about all the stupid things people in Washington do and say. I was always a very opinionated kid, so I was that much more interested in hearing Rush express his opinions, and I guess his enthusiasm for what he did rubbed off on me.

He was able to do what I wanted to do. I couldnt back talk to my parents out of respect. But I always tried to have a quick comeback, and I always wanted to have the last word. That was part of why I enjoyed listening to Rush so much. He was able to have the last word, and it was okay. He could be brassy and cut people off. I was impressed with the way he could control the conversation. That made a big impression on me because, when youre a kid, the older people around you establish rules and you have to play by those rules or face the consequences. You can never interrupt, and you always have to say yes maam and no maam.

It really got on my nerves being treated like a kid all the time. I always liked talking to adults. My mother says that even when I was three years old, I would walk across the street to talk to a neighbor lady, Nell, whose husband had passed way. If I let Ben, he would sit on her porch and talk with her for hours, my mother says now. Nell once told me she didnt know how to talk to a little three-year-old, but she didnt have to worry. Benjamin would march right up her steps and say, Hi, can we have a visit? and chat about anything he wanted to discuss. He would also go visit other neighbors, including an older couple next door, Sally and Edgar, who were both in the newspaper business. He swapped stories with them. He was already quite the talker.

I was the kind of kid who could sit down and have a conversation at the adult table during the holidays, but then go right back to the kids table and fit in there just fine. But sometimes I would get frustrated because the older people were talking about the stock market or the real estate market or whatever it may have been, and I would want to jump in and join the conversation, but you dont always get heard because youre young. People laugh and say, What a cute little kid. That really ticked me off.

Radio was my way to talk to people without being told to shut up. It dawned on me at some point that if I could call in to a show, and they put me on the air, then they were going to have to let me have my say. I started bugging my mother to let me call the Rush Limbaugh show. I had memorized the number from all the times Id listened to the show, and I remember being really, really nervous the first time I picked up the phone to call. But I kept getting busy signals. I tried and tried, but I could never get through. It was really frustrating. Eventually I came up with the idea of calling the local station that syndicated Rush and asking them what I could do to get on his show. They said they couldnt help me get on to talk with Rush, but they recommended I try calling some other shows that werent as popular as Rushs and didnt have so many callers.

Soon I was calling local shows all the time because then I could get through to talk on the radio. It was really entertaining for me. I liked calling into the Mike Fleming Show on the same local station in Memphis that picked up Rushs show. I would just call in and talk about whatever he felt like discussing. I almost have to laugh, thinking about it now, because I would be on hold waiting to talk to the host and my heart would be pounding away at ninety miles an hour. Thats how nervous I was. But I guess I sounded all right on the air, because soon Mike Fleming started remembering my voice when I called.

My mother wasnt worried about my calling in to radio shows. She said I could hold my own, so if I wanted to keep calling, that was fine with her. She would usually be around when I called, and sometimes she would tape the shows so I could listen again later. Once when I was eleven or twelve years old, I called in to Mike Flemings show when he was discussing a local politician named Harold Ford who had had a lot of legal troubles but somehow kept finding a way out. He was indicted in 1987 for receiving allegedly illegal loans, but that case ended up with a hung jury in 1990. Three years later, another jury acquitted him. Ford was one of the headliners in the congressional House banking scandal in 1993 when it came out that he had written 388 bad checks between 1988 and 1991, for a total of $552,447. I called in to say it just wasnt right that Ford was getting away with it, and I pointed out that if Ford was my age, he probably would have been sent to jail for what he had done.

How old are you? Fleming asked, but he asked it in a nice way.

I was just a kid, so I was the last one in the world to have any kind of perspective on what I was doing. I just did what felt right and pursued the fresh challenges as they came along. But looking back, I think I now have an advantage on the radio because of all my experiences as a teenager. More than ever, the art of debating on TV or radio is the art of never letting them see you sweat. You have to have your arguments lined up, you have to be ready with facts you can cite, and you have to know enough about what your opponents will say that you will never, ever be surprised. But come on, lets be honest here: The main thing is sounding and looking confident and relaxed and totally at ease. If I can come across in such a way that I give people the strong feeling I have been doing this my whole life, which I basically have been, that can only help. To say its in my blood doesnt go nearly far enough. It feels closer to the truth to say it is my blood.

I was twelve years old the first time I made someone cry on the radio, and it was the host of the show I called. I called in to debate an issue she had been discussing that day. I told her the arguments she was using were ridiculous and rattled off about five or six facts to prove it, too. That was too much for her. She just lost it. Right there on the radio. In fact, she had to go to a commercial break so she could pull herself together and stop crying. The paper even did an article the next day talking about how she had broken down on the air. The article didnt mention me, though. I kept right on calling her show all the time. I really couldnt stand her politics. I was the only kid who called in, so people got to know my voice, and when they heard Heres Ben from Cordova, they knew I was going to be giving her a good fight.

I dont know how anyone could stand to listen to me on the radio back then, my voice was so high. I know if I were listening, I would have switched stations in a hurry or maybe burned the radio. I hadnt hit puberty yet, so my voice was as high as a kite. I would let my mom tape me, but I never listened. It was like torture hearing my own voice. I sounded like a girl. It was awful, absolutely awful. I have no clue how anyone listened to me until I was fifteen or sixteen, but they did for some reason.

School lunch programs became a big issue for me. A bunch of Democrats showed up at the White House in 1994 for a photo op with Bill Clinton and to jab at the Republicans, saying they wanted to cut funding for school lunches. It sounded crazy to me. As soon as I heard that, I figured it would be political suicide for the Republicans to do that, and I had trouble believing they could make such a big mistake. I told my mother it was the dumbest thing I had ever heard, and she told me, Why dont you figure it out? So I looked into it, and what I found out was that the Republicans actually wanted to increase school lunch funding by 4.5 percent, which was almost the same as the 5.2 percent increase the Democrats favored. It was a lie to say the Republicans wanted to cut school lunch funding, and I was really mad.

That was when it hit me that this was not just a game or some kind of sport: This was how I wanted to spend my life. I was so tired of the Democrats manipulating people. They were just using kids as their backdrop. They used kids for political gain. A group was probably on some tour of the White House and they sent some operative over to ask, Hey, do you want to be on TV? and the kids stood back there and grinned for the cameras. But they had no clue what was going on. They had no idea of the facts. I was really upset at the way the Democrats used kids for polls and ratings, because the youth of America are the future. So when I was thirteen, I told myself: Thats it. Im going to be a spokesman for my generation.

I had a few lucky breaks along the way. When I called the local station to ask about getting on Rush Limbaughs show, one of their suggestions was that I try calling in to Ken Hamblin, a black conservative who at that time was on more than one hundred stations around the country. He had a great voice for radio and sounded a lot like James Earl Jones. I tried calling his show, which was based in Denver, and it worked out pretty well. He put me on the air and was very nice to me, and soon I was calling in regularly. I had probably been on his show six or seven times when he decided he enjoyed having me on the air and was going to give me a nickname. I dont know how he came up with it, but he took to calling me Young Master Ben.

I would call in and he would tell his audience that he was going to talk to Young Master Ben. We would discuss something that was in the news at the time for a few minutes and that was that. We never planned it ahead of time. I just called in when the time seemed right. He gave me a special phone number to call right through to the studio, and soon I knew the names of his producer and his call screener. They would try to put me right on the air when I called, because they knew I was calling long distance and had to get permission from my parents before I called.

It developed into kind of a routine where I would call on Thursdays and they would put me on the air with Ken for fifteen or twenty minutes, sometimes even half an hour. This opportunity came out of nowhere, but soon it was almost like a real segment on his show: Thursdays with Young Master Ben. Then one week I was sick and realized I couldnt do the show. I figured it would be no problem, and no one would even notice.

But a strange thing happened. People started calling in from all over the country, asking, Where is Young Master Ben? or What happened? Why isnt he on the show this week? Ken and his producers thought this was just hysterical. They called my house right away, talked to my parents, and asked what had happened to me.

Oh, hes fine, hes just under the weather today, my mother told them.

That was when they kind of took it to the next level. So one day when I was on the air with Ken, I said, I have a question. How do you get into talk radio?

Start smoking, Ken said, joking.

That was how high my voice was at the time. It was pretty funny, because Ken had this deep, booming voice, and he was talking to this thirteen-year-old kid with a really high-pitched voice.

I thought that was funny, but I didnt like the rest of what he said. He told me to wait until I was a lot older and more mature before I gave it a shot. I said, Thank you very much. But inside, I was thinking, Well see. I wanted to do it then. I really thought I was ready. I figured if I could talk about politics on the radio with Ken, I could talk about politics on the radio by myself on my own show. I probably should have been discouraged by what Ken said, and Id probably give the same advice to a thirteen-year-old now, but at the time, I wasnt about to let him slow me down.

Another good break came when a guy named Paul Stanley called the Ken Hamblin Show looking for me. He had an AM political show in Memphis every afternoon Monday through Friday, along with his co-host, a woman named Cherrie Holden. Paul had been listening to me on the air with Ken and liked what he heard. He knew I was from Memphis, so he wanted to have me on his show to introduce me to the radio world. He called me at home after he got my number from Ken Hamblin.

Hi, Ben, he said. I have a talk show called Inside Memphis on 1210 AM. Would you like to come and be a guest?

Sure! I told him.

So I went down there, and the first time they had me on the air, the plan was for me to be on for ten minutes. But the phone lines were jammed. I stayed on for an hour and a half, and they asked me back. My parents drove me down to the station the next day, and, again, the phone lines were jammed. So they asked me to come back the next week. I did, and, again, the calls kept coming in with people wanting to talk to me on the air. I went back one more time, and they offered me a regular job.

I was thirteen years old, and I had a regular spot on the air. Paul Stanley left the show to go work for Majority Leader Bill Frist, and now hes a Tennessee state representative. I was on pretty much every Thursday with Cherrie, depending on school, and I did that for about six months. We would talk about politics, read the morning newspaper, and hit whatever the big topics were. We didnt get too fancy about it. We would just go into the station, talk together about what to cover on the air, and then start the show, do the commentary, and take phone calls.

I was learning more about what worked on radio, and from this I formed my own ideas. Listening to Rush so often when I was younger had a big influence on me, and Rush was the one who got me excited about the immediacy and power of radio. But as much as I wanted to emulate Rush in some ways, there were certain things he did that I knew I did not want to do. I dont mean that as a criticism. Rush is the best in the business. But I learned that I am not Rush and I dont want to try to be Rush, I want to be Ben Ferguson.

One thing I learned from Rush was that it was important to be more patient with callers than he is. I must have called his show hundreds of times and heard hundreds of busy signals. One day I finally got through and waited two hours, because it was so important for me to talk directly to my mentor. I finally made it on the air and the whole call lasted maybe twenty seconds. Half of that time was Rush introducing the call. I had only a few seconds to speak, and then he got rid of me. Ill never forget what that felt like, or I hope I never will anyway. I learned that day always to keep in mind that if a caller waits an hour to talk to you, you can give him at least two minutes of your time. After all, without the callers and the listeners, you dont have a job. If these people have so much respect for you and your show that they are willing to wait so long, you can show them some respect in return.

I also learned by listening to Rush that it doesnt work so well if listeners get the idea that you think you are always right and anyone who disagrees with you must always be wrong. Thats just not my personality. I dont think I am always right. Its important to me to hear people out and to listen to what they have to say, especially if they disagree with me. I might learn something. My thinking might change. Rush takes a different approach. If someone calls into his show and disagrees with him, Rush usually does not give him or her much time. I want to trade ideas with people. I want to know why they believe what they believe. I want to influence people and shape their ideas, but if I never let the other side talk, then they will turn me off forever, and I will never get a chance to influence the way they look at the world.
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