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			Foreword

		


			by Lee Smith

			Author of The Plot Against the President

			Julie Kelly’s January 6: How Democrats Used the Capitol Protest to Launch a War on Terror Against Their Political Enemies is a blow-by-blow account from one of America’s top investigative journalists detailing the lead-up to the January 6 protest, the march itself, and the aftermath, including the extraordinary repressive measures the federal government has taken against American citizens. 

			These measures include: the detention of nonviolent offenders for months on end without bail; postponement of their trials to give prosecutors more time to find evidence of the crimes they intend to accuse them of committing; physical abuse; psychological torture; and demands that the detainees recant their political convictions — that is, their support for the candidate from one of the country’s two main political parties, Donald Trump. 

			In other words, the Biden administration is unlawfully violating the rights of American citizens simply for their political preferences. The 46th president of the United States has imprisoned supporters of his predecessor. 

			Thus, Kelly’s book is also a political testament that documents how an oligarchic confederation comprising corporate and political elites, intelligence services, and the media are determined to transform a constitutional republic into a third-world-style security surveillance regime. With the publication of January 6, Julie Kelly becomes one of America’s leading dissidents.

			Even as the protest was underway, Kelly immediately saw through the media’s real-time propaganda campaign. It was not, as they described it then and still do, an “insurrection.” Rather, the live coverage showed that it was, or started as, a patriotic and at times raucous demonstration in support of a president that many millions of voters believed had been cheated at the polls. Crucially then the protestors — Americans from all walks of life, from Iraq and Afghanistan veterans to grandmothers, parents with preschoolers to truck drivers — were defending their right to elect the men and women who govern them, by their consent. 

			The protestors had good reason to question the legitimacy of the 2020 election. First, the press and social media tilted the scales on behalf of Trump’s opponent by censoring information damaging to the Joe Biden campaign. Next was the Democratic Party’s full-court press for mass mail-in voting. Prior to the 2020 election, Democrats and Republicans agreed that voting by mail was a recipe for fraud, but with the advent of COVID-19 Democratic strategists seized the opportunity by encouraging voters to stay home and overwhelm the system with votes by mail. Further, Democratic Party operatives unconstitutionally altered the voting procedures in various states throughout the country. Finally, on election night itself, in key swing states where Trump held large leads — Pennsylvania, Georgia, Michigan — election officials shut down and stopped counting votes. When the lights came back on next morning, Biden was in front in all. 

			Had any one of these “irregularities” occurred in a third-world country, the US Department of State would have declared the election illegitimate. Taken together, they gave evidence of systemic fraud. Americans were right to want answers and well within their rights to assemble peacefully and protest the election results. When the violence started in earnest on January 6, it was initiated, as Kelly reports in these pages, by law enforcement officers. 

			Police used teargas and flashbangs to frighten and disorient peaceful protestors. Demonstrators acting in self-defe​nse were characterized by the press as aggressors. But it was law enforcement in riot gear that left death in its wake. Capitol Hill police officer Michael Byrd shot to death Ashli Babbitt, a 34-year-old Air Force veteran and Trump supporter. Byrd acknowledged on TV that he used lethal force without ascertaining whether Babbitt was holding a weapon. She was not. Biden’s Justice Department declined to bring charges. As Kelly reports here, police used truncheons to beat a Trump supporter named Rosanne Boyland senseless, and thus her death at the Capitol building appears also to have been the result of police brutality. 

			Perhaps the most consequential aspect of Kelly’s investigation takes up the story of the January 6 detainees. Dozens of Trump supporters held in a Washington, DC correctional facility have endured excruciating punishment at the hands of their jailers who refuse them medical treatment for the injuries they’ve caused them. Biden administration prosecutors petition to hold them indefinitely, even nonviolent offenders, and federal judges rubber stamp the Justice Department’s draconian and unconstitutional demands to jail defendants who have not been convicted of any crime. 

			The self-described “liberal” media abets this madness by labeling Americans who exercised their rights to freedom of speech and assembly as “domestic terrorists.” Accordingly, domestic US spy services like the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Department of Homeland Security demand more resources to wage a secret war against the half of the country that didn’t vote for Biden. Only a handful of Republican officials have stood to say anything in support of their political base, US voters who have been hunted, penned, and beaten like savage beasts. 

			And yet the most astonishing thing about the treatment of January 6 detainees is that if it weren’t for Julie Kelly, we wouldn’t know the truth of what the American government is doing to the citizens it holds as political prisoners. She alone has been reporting these events as they’ve unfolded over the last year. She’s spoken, corresponded, and met with detainees and their families, and those encounters with men and women broken physically, psychologically, and financially score the pages of this remarkable account with a steely-eyed passion. Kelly doesn’t just demand justice; since she first started reporting the stories of the 1/6 detainees, she has fought for it day after day. And so this book, her report of an American nightmare designed by those who seek to crush the spirit of an independent, free and proud nation and revise the country in their ghoulish image, is a pillar of her campaign, on behalf of the detainees as well as the future of our great country. 

			History is not linear. Instead, it moves by a different logic, driven by those yearning for freedom, their respect for the sanctity of human life, and search for the eternal, God, in their brief walk on earth. Kelly’s remarkable book reminds us of the inspiration that readers continue to draw from the works of dissidents who were imprisoned behind the Iron Curtain, writers like Aleksander Solzhenitsyn, Vaclav Havel, and Nadezhda Mandelstam. In spite of the dark and awesome hell that that threatened to extinguish light, the souls that illuminated those pages kindled hope, pride, and dignity. They broke the darkness, and truth won. Truth does not always win. Its success depends on our courage to escort it into the light.

			And that is what you will find in the book you now hold in your hands, the testimony of a witness who brings us the voice of truth. And the voice you hear in these pages belongs to Americans who demand the rights granted by our maker and that no man has the right to deny us. Julie Kelly’s essential story is about Americans who despite the physical, psychological, and political violence used against them, nonetheless profess an unshakeable faith in freedom. Every night before the lights go off, Kelly tells us, they raise their voice in song and sing the National Anthem. May God bless America and all those who fight for freedom.

		



			INTRODUCTION:

			JANUARY 6 AND THE AMERICAN COGNITIVE DIVIDE

			“There was a conspiracy unfolding behind the scenes, one that both curtailed the protests and coordinated the resistance from CEOs,” reporter Molly Ball explained in a lengthy Time magazine retrospective on the 2020 election published on February 4, 2021. 1 “For more than a year, a loosely organized coalition of operatives scrambled to shore up America’s institutions as they came under simultaneous attack from a remorseless pandemic and an autocratically inclined President.”

			Ball’s piece described the concerted efforts of a large array of civic-minded individuals and groups who had set out to “save democracy” from the threat posed by Donald J. Trump: “The handshake between business and labor was just one component of a vast, cross-partisan campaign to protect the election—an extraordinary shadow effort dedicated not to winning the vote but to ensuring it would be free and fair, credible and uncorrupted.”

			For Ball and her liberal readers, the 6,000-word piece was a congratulatory victory lap. But for conservatives, it seemingly verified everything that Trump, his legal team, and his supporters had been saying since the election in November. Voting laws and voting systems had been changed to favor Democrats. They recruited election workers and exploited the pandemic to justify loose rules on absentee voting. Social media companies acted as the referee between “disinformation”—meaning anything critical of Joe Biden, his family, or absentee voting rules—and the “truth,” meaning anything critical of Donald Trump, Republicans, or Trump voters.

			In short, these shadowy interests leveraged every bit of power at their disposal to tip the scales in Biden’s favor while fueling speculation Trump would use every bit of his power to stay in office. “Protecting the election would require an effort of unprecedented scale,” Ball wrote. “As 2020 progressed, it stretched to Congress, Silicon Valley and the nation’s statehouses. It drew energy from the summer’s racial-justice protests, many of whose leaders were a key part of the liberal alliance.” This admission alone was worth the price of the article.

			Why did these brave defenders of democracy come forward in February 2021? They wanted their heroic story revealed to a grateful nation, Ball explained. “That’s why the participants want the secret history of the 2020 election told, even though it sounds like a paranoid fever dream—a well-funded cabal of powerful people, ranging across industries and ideologies, working together behind the scenes to influence perceptions, change rules and laws, steer media coverage and control the flow of information. They were not rigging the election; they were fortifying it. And they believe the public needs to understand the system’s fragility in order to ensure that democracy in America endures.”

			Ball was right about one thing: To Trump supporters, the article read like a shameless confession. “These people have to understand why ordinary people are completely gaslit by this stuff,” Mollie Hemingway said in a podcast for The Federalist. “They cannot do this. They cannot, through their own warped politicized worldview, come out and say these things and, you know, at the same time shout down everyone that questions the way that corporate America is putting their thumb on the scale in our culture and in our politics as a crazy, deranged conspiracy theorist.”

			Writing for the New York Post, a newspaper accused of spreading “Russian disinformation” about Hunter Biden’s laptop (later amply verified) and censored by social media giants right before Election Day, columnist Jonathan Tobin concluded, “There’s nothing wrong with getting more people to vote, as long as the votes are legal. But there is something profoundly wrong with a system in which Silicon Valley oligarchs, big business, union bosses and lefty agitators can effectively shut down free discourse and freedom of the press during a presidential election in order to ensure their candidate wins.”

			Trump had warned repeatedly about Democrats’ plans to hijack the election, just as they had attempted to sabotage his campaign in 2016 and derail his presidency in numerous ways for nearly four years, even before he was sworn into office. “We have to be very careful because they’re trying it again with this whole 80 million mail-in ballots that they’re working on, sending them out to people that didn’t ask for them, they didn’t ask, they just get them and it’s not fair and it’s not right and it’s not going to be possible to tabulate in my opinion,” Trump said during a speech on August 24, 2020, the first night of the Republican National Convention. The only way Joe Biden would win, Trump said, is by a “rigged election.”

			Trump obviously believed what he was saying—and so did many of his supporters. Why wouldn’t they? After all, the country had been divided for decades over competing claims of voter fraud by Republicans and equally inflammatory claims of vote suppression by Democrats. Both sides embraced these conspiratorial claims as unshakeable articles of faith. Even today, many Democrats still confidently assert that the 2000 election was stolen from Al Gore by George W. Bush. Nor have they let go of their belief that Stacey Abrams lost the 2018 Georgia gubernatorial race due to GOP suppression of minority votes, even though minority turnout in that election was actually higher than normal. In neither case have in-depth nonpartisan investigations finding no culpable evidence shaken these convictions.

			In sum, we live in a country that is increasingly marked by a deep cognitive divide that tracks along partisan lines. The very different way Ball’s article was read by people on both sides of this divide handily illustrates the problem.

			In this case, it was obviously felt that no credence whatsoever could be granted by the victors to the losing side. To do so would call into question the legitimacy of Biden’s narrow victory and plunge the nation into a profound political crisis. It was even feared that Trump would exploit the opportunity to suspend the constitution and declare martial law.

			And so, four days later, despite widespread documented irregularities and flagrant violations of state election law; despite the fact that the validity of 70 million absentee ballots had not been thoroughly vetted by state officials; despite the filing of numerous lawsuits related to illegal ballot processing and counting; and despite the fact that recounts would undoubtedly be demanded in close swing states, the national news media unanimously declared Joe Biden the next president of the United States.2

			That was supposed to be the end of it. The nearly 75 million Americans who voted for Donald Trump were supposed to sit down and shut up.

			Trump, however, refused to accept it. So, too, did most of his voters and some who didn’t vote for him. Surveys taken days after the election found the overwhelming majority of Republicans did not believe the election was “free and fair.” A CNBC poll taken at the end of November showed only three percent of Trump voters considered the election legitimate; 73 percent said Trump won the election and one-third wanted him to fight the results in court. Two-thirds said the president should not concede the race.

			Then there were all the anomalies.3 Biden was the first president in decades to lose bellwether states such as Ohio (by a big margin) and Florida and all but one bellwether county but still win the White House. Republicans flipped twenty-seven House seats deemed “toss-up” races. Democrats failed to win one state legislature.

			Pennsylvania’s results were the most dubious. Joe Torsella, the Democratic secretary of state, widely considered a 2022 gubernatorial candidate, lost to a Republican challenger by nearly 80,000 votes. “Torsella’s loss marks the first time since 1994 that a Republican beat an incumbent Democratic statewide officeholder and caps a brutal election cycle for Pennsylvania Democrats in down-ballot races,” the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reported on November 11, 2020. A Republican won the state auditor’s race by 200,000 votes. And the Democratic minority leader of the Pennsylvania state senate, a thirty-year incumbent, lost to a Republican.

			A big red wave washed over the Keystone State in 2020. So how did Joe Biden end up winning the state by 80,000 votes?

			Who was the public to believe? After four years of incessant attacks on Donald Trump from an overtly biased media, Trump voters did not trust them. As a result, the cognitive “reality gap” that had opened up between conservatives and liberals during the Trump years now became an unbridgeable chasm. And our national politics have been completely reoriented around it. Both sides are deeply entrenched in their views and neither side will budge.

			Belief that the 2020 election had been stolen was branded Trump’s “Big Lie.” Anyone who doubted the outcome or questioned any aspect of the process was labeled a “conspiracy theorist.” Efforts to expose unlawful ballot handling in states like Wisconsin and Pennsylvania, where election workers clearly broke the law by curing and counting absentee ballots before Election Day, were overshadowed by hard-to-prove claims of foreign servers and twitchy software.

			Lawsuits were tossed out of court, including by Trump-appointed judges, most without even a hearing.

			Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton on December 7, 2020 sued four states for violating the Elector’s Clause and the 14th Amendment. Unelected officials usurped both state election law and the Constitution, Paxton wrote: “[T]hese same government officials flooded the Defendants States with millions of ballots to be sent through the mails, or placed in drop boxes, with little or no chain of custody and, at the same time, weakened the strongest security measures protecting the integrity of the vote—signature verification and witness requirements.”4 Eighteen Republican attorney generals and more than one hundred Republican congressmen joined the suit. But the Supreme Court, including Justices Brett Kavanaugh and Amy Coney Barrett, denied Texas’ standing to file the complaint.

			By December 14, every state certified its election results, giving Joe Biden a clear path to the White House.

			Trump voters, however, were not appeased. Polling continued to show that most Republicans did not trust the results. Voters were organizing “Stop the Steal” rallies across the country.

			Presumably after getting an earful from constituents over the holidays, Republican senators, led by Senator Ted Cruz (R-Texas) announced they would ask for the creation of a special commission to conduct “an emergency 10-day audit” in the disputed states and said they would vote on January 6 “to reject the electors from disputed states…unless and until that emergency 10-day audit is completed.”

			A big protest was already scheduled for January 6, 2021 the day a Joint Session of Congress would meet to certify the 2020 Electoral College. Trump urged his supporters in a December 19 tweet to go to Washington, D.C. “Be there, will be wild!”

			*     *     *     *

			This book will explore the reasons why hundreds of thousands of Americans were in the nation’s capital on January 6, what did and did not happen on that day, and the consequences for many of the individuals involved. Some showed up to cause trouble; others would tell investigators they were caught up in the mob mentality. Most did not realize they had done anything wrong until the handcuffs were on.

			But, just like the 2020 election itself, there are more lies than truth in the air. More coverup than transparency. Instead of trying to uncover the truth, the event and its aftermath are being used to advance the political agenda of Joe Biden and the Democratic Party.

			Further, as many Trump supporters in the capital that day will attest, the chaotic protest and pockets of violence and death had the exact reverse effect of what they wanted: an audit of the 2020 presidential election. Quite to the contrary of the Democrats’ narrative, the collective goal of hundreds of thousands of Trump supporters at the Ellipse and later on Capitol Hill was not to stop the democratic process but to encourage Republican legislators to approve a plan to examine the election in key states.

			After the four-hour disturbance, some backed off, a proposal to audit voting in a few swing states did not advance, and Joe Biden and Kamala Harris were officially certified as president and vice president about twelve hours later than usual.

			Not only did the wild protest defeat what President Trump, several Republican lawmakers, hundreds of thousands of demonstrators, and millions of Republican voters wanted to happen on January 6; the Capitol breach, as the U.S. Justice Department calls it, immediately became a pretext to turn the country’s law enforcement, intelligence, and national security authority against Americans on the political Right. The United States now has its own set of political prisoners, with dozens held under harsh conditions in a jail set aside in Washington, D.C. just to detain January 6 defendants.

			At the same time, the government is concealing evidence that would show the public exactly what happened that day. Federal prosecutors have sought protective orders on all video evidence used in court, even thirty-second clips. More than 14,000 hours of closed-circuit television footage is under the tight fist of the U.S. Justice Department and US Capitol Police.

			It’s still unclear how many undercover FBI agents or informants were involved, and we may never know. Requests for documents, videos, and email exchanges between top officials have been denied.

			The news media has applied virtually no scrutiny to the abusive investigation into hundreds of Americans for mostly trespassing on January 6. Journalists show no interest in egregious constitutional violations, including First, Fourth, and Sixth Amendment protections, against Capitol defendants. News organizations use the words “insurrectionists,” “rioters,” and even “terrorists” without a second thought. Lives have been destroyed, families torn apart, finances bankrupted, reputations irreversibly tarnished.

			I have been covering this story since it happened. As I watched the events unfold on January 6, I did not share the immediate reaction by most in the political punditry space. To me, hyperbolic claims of a “war” or “battleground” around the Capitol seemed decidedly overblown. Yes, events had clearly gotten out of hand; how much was organic and how much may have been planned and instigated by the U.S. government, Democratic Party leaders, and various political actors is still an open question. But it was far from clear that these events reflected an organized plot to overthrow the government. The vast majority of those who attended Trump’s rally were there simply to support the President.

			Most people who were in the capital on January 6 describe a much different atmosphere and sense of camaraderie than media portrayals suggest. Indeed, footage recorded by people on the ground shows a festive climate; Americans of all races, socioeconomic backgrounds, even political affiliations, traveled from across the country to join their likeminded countrymen to express grievances against the government—a Constitutionally protected right, or so the majority of Americans still believe. Folks I’ve spoken with and interviewed explained that their presence on January 6 was as much about defending the sanctity of their vote as it was a show of loyalty to Donald Trump.

			Yes, there were violent clashes outside the building that apparently resulted in both police and demonstrators being injured. There were also several deaths reported in murky circumstances that would later be hotly debated. Meanwhile, videos posted in the wake of the protest showed hundreds of people being admitted into the Capitol by uniformed police and milling around the rotunda taking selfies like ordinary tourists.

			Not for the first time, I was struck by how differently the same events can be viewed by people on different sides of our national political divide. Certainly claims of an armed coup attempt by organized white supremacists seeking to overturn the election seemed hysterical and purposely overblown for political effect.

			Moreover, the moves made by Democrats and federal law enforcement in the immediate aftermath of the protest seemed highly sinister and dangerous to me.

			Democrats and their allies, desperate to maintain power, have moved swiftly and cynically not just to stigmatize dissenting views of January 6, but actually to criminalize those who express any doubt or dissent about the outcome of the 2020 election. This kind of conduct does nothing to instill confidence in the Biden Administration and if anything fuels further doubt about its legitimacy and ultimate aims. Recent attempt to label agitated parents concerned about curriculum changes and transgender policies in schools across the country as “domestic terrorists” is a natural extension of this strategy to stigmatize and ultimately outlaw political dissent.

			I have therefore for the past year devoted my journalistic efforts exclusively to covering these events and their aftermath, trying to distinguish fact and truth from myth and propaganda. The results have been, to say the least, profoundly disturbing, and are in many cases diametrically opposed to the narrative that has been pushed with remarkable unanimity since Day One by Democrats and their allies in government, media, law enforcement and big tech.

			Here are the main findings of my year-long investigation:

			The Capitol breach was not—repeat, not—an insurrection in any meaningful sense of the term. Apart from some improvised weapons brought largely for the purpose of resisting violent Antifa members, the crowd was not armed. Those who brought weapons, according to testimony and media accounts, took steps ahead of time to make sure they would not violate D.C.’s strict gun control laws.

			The incursion into the Capitol itself was not organized and planned by highly trained white supremacist militia groups—it was largely a spontaneous event. Nor did the protesters intend or seek to overthrow the US government; to the contrary, Trump supporters later expressed sincere disappointment that the pockets of violence halted attempts to pursue an audit of the election.

			Officer Brian Sicknick was not killed in the line of duty by murderous Trump supporters. Unarmed reservist Ashli Babbitt—the only shooting victim on that day—did not pose a threat of any kind to members of Congress and most certainly did not deserve to die.

			Police acted as badly, if not worse, than the protesters and actually instigated much of the violence, counter to media claims. Though they may well have been frightened, the lives of lawmakers themselves were never in actual danger.

			Outside of a few smashed windows and doors, physical damage to the Capitol was minimal, certainly not the $30 million worth later claimed by the Architect of the Capitol, much of it likely the fault of police themselves. No photographs exist showing fecal matter smeared on the walls of the Capitol, as alleged by numerous media reports.

			Pipe bombs, found near the headquarters of both the Democratic and Republican National Committee headquarters, were inoperable—and it is still not clear who planted them. Ten months after the devices were located, prompting the first evacuation and intense media speculation, a suspect has yet to be identified and charged.

			Meanwhile, it has since come to light that an unknown number of FBI informants were present in the crowd and may even have instigated the assault on the Capitol building.

			As for Donald Trump, while he certainly did his part to stoke outrage and doubt about the election results, he did not incite violence and spoke repeatedly against it.

			As I completed this manuscript in early November 2021, at least 650 Americans had been arrested. That number will rise as the FBI continues to arrest more people every week as part of its national dragnet. To date, not a single trial has been held. Roughly 120 defendants have entered plea agreements, of whom 105 have pleaded guilty to misdemeanors such as “parading” in the Capitol.

			Meanwhile, numerous defendants languish in an improvised prison where they are subjected to abuse worthy of a Third World hellhole. Their treatment should inspire shame, alarm and justified outrage in every American citizen.

			“Cancel culture” came fierce and swift for anyone involved with the protest, including those ultimately charged with lowlevel, nonviolent misdemeanors. People told me stories of being fired as they returned home from Washington, D.C., even though they did nothing wrong; neighbors, co-workers, and even relatives—at the behest of the FBI—ratted out Capitol demonstrators to law enforcement. Bank accounts were closed, service providers cancelled subscriptions, social media accounts were deplatformed. They were alienated by friends and family members, branded with a scarlet letter “I,” for “insurrectionists.” As one man tearfully explained to a federal judge, he was “radioactive.”

			Needless to say, Democrats are planning to exploit their narrative advantage to the hilt. Trials are scheduled to begin in mid-2022, in the heat of the midterm elections. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s select committee—the hastily-appointed January 6 Commission—is taking aim at Republican lawmakers and former Trump associates who supported the “insurrection.”

			This book undoubtedly will fail to cover everything that happened on January 6 and the months after. It is an ongoing story with new angles uncovered every day.

			But the view from the wide-angle lens is crystal clear: What is emerging as I write is a shocking dual system of justice based on political differences and a thirst for power.

			And this is only the beginning of the story.






			CHAPTER ONE:

			WHAT REALLY HAPPENED ON JANUARY 6?

			The people who traveled to Washington, D.C. on January 6, 2021 went for a variety of reasons, not least of which was to thank a flawed but effective president for taking so many blows on their behalf. They were small business owners and veterans, truck drivers and cops. Some came alone, others as married couples or entire families. Many would later tell federal prosecutors it was the first political rally they ever attended; they went because they believed one of the most cherished American rights, the right to vote, had been cancelled out by anti-Trump interests determined to remove him from the White House by any means necessary.

			Despite the extensive news coverage about January 6, a comprehensive timeline that interweaves the goings-on both inside and outside the Capitol building throughout the day does not appear to exist. To the extent any timeline has been produced, contextual pieces of the puzzle, such as the involvement of individual protesters at any given time, largely are omitted.

			This timeline attempts to fill that gap. Much of the blow-by-blow is drawn from media coverage including video compilations produced by the New York Times and ProPublica; official documents including congressional reports and testimony; open source video; footage sent to me by people in attendance; body camera footage from law enforcement; government charging documents; and court hearings.

			Together, this presents a portrait of confusion with different things happening at different times, in different places, often unbeknownst to people inside and outside the unfolding chaos. While I have attempted to cover all the ground, undoubtedly, some details unintentionally will be overlooked.

			Explaining the complexities of the day is critical; without a full portrayal of what happened, the American people cannot fairly assess what many political leaders and news organizations deemed the worst attack on our democracy since the Civil War. Like any battle scene, the facts that emerge after the dust settles often tell a more nuanced story—the line between bad guys and good guys can blur.

			The timeline presented below is not intended to reach any foregone conclusion but instead to reveal, perhaps for the first time, the interconnected activity by lawmakers, police, and individual protesters on January 6.

			*     *     *     *

			People started pouring into the nation’s capital the night before, on January 5. Buses filled with Trump fans from across the country unloaded passengers at downtown hotels and the surrounding suburbs. Some flew commercial planes and private jets. “Washington is being inundated with people who don’t want to see an election victory stolen by emboldened Radical Left Democrats,” Trump tweeted on January 5. “Our Country has had enough, they won’t take it anymore! We hear you (and love you) from the Oval Office. MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!”

			Large post-election rallies had been held across the county and in Washington in November and December. The “Million MAGA March” in the capital on November 14, 2020 drew a massive crowd. “Everyone was cheerful, smiling, laughing, and nodding to each other, giving one another thumbs up,” one woman told a reporter. “All walks of life. All Americans that love their country. Hats were taken off and hands placed on hearts for the Pledge of Allegiance followed by the National Anthem.” Ali Alexander, the self-proclaimed founder of the “Stop the Steal” coalition, Amy Kremer, head of Women for America First, and others tied to Trump organized the event.

			Trump supporters leaving the rally later that day were attacked by Black Lives Matter and Antifa activists. Viral videos showed families, couples, and senior citizens being heckled and assaulted by leftwing agitators. “Trump supporters who approached the area were harassed, doused with water, and saw their MAGA hats and pro-Trump flags snatched and burned, while counter-protesters cheered,” Fox News reported the next day.

			Similar scenes played out during another “Stop the Steal” event the following month. After the December 12 rally in Washington, brawls broke out between Trump supporters, including the Proud Boys, and Black Lives Matter activists; a local news station reported that four people had been taken to the hospital and nearly two dozen arrested.

			Based on social media posts, Trump supporters anticipated that leftist activists would again try to cause trouble on January 6. “Antifa is a Terrorist Organization, stay out of Washington,” Trump tweeted January 5. “Law enforcement is watching you very closely!” Downtown businesses had been boarded up; on January 3, Mayor Muriel Bowser announced a long list of street closures, including Constitution Avenue and Pennsylvania Avenue, and parking restrictions. “I am asking Washingtonians and those who live in the region to stay out of the downtown area on Tuesday and Wednesday and not to engage with demonstrators who come to our city seeking confrontation, and we will do what we must to ensure all who attend remain peaceful.”

			The Associated Press reported that Bowser had called up 340 National Guard troops to help with traffic and crowd control. D.C. Metropolitan Police, according to the agency’s chief, “was fully deployed on 12-hour shifts the week of January 4, with days off and leave canceled.” But Bowser also sent a letter on January 5 to the acting Attorney General, acting Secretary of Defense, and Secretary of the Army confirming that “the District of Columbia is not requesting other federal law enforcement personnel and discourages any additional deployment without immediate notification to, and consultation with, [D.C] MPD if such plans are underway.” It was a move that earned widespread condemnation after the Capitol protest, raising questions as to why Bowser rejected additional security.

			Members affiliated with the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and Three Percenters—groups the media and some federal agencies consider “domestic violent extremists”—were headed to the nation’s capital. While it’s hard to get an accurate count of how many individuals tied to the three groups were present—some news reports and video montages claim “hundreds” of Proud Boys descended on the Capitol on January 6—dozens would later be charged in the sweeping federal investigation.

			Throughout Trump’s presidency, the news media had portrayed these organizations as constituting the violent, armed white supremacist base of Trump’s support. Whether these groups were in fact armed, or white supremacist, or had an actual plan to overthrow the government is very much in doubt. However, the prevailing media frame projected these assumptions on them in a way that was highly effective and hard to dislodge.

			Officials later (i.e. not beforehand) learned of a threat alert from the FBI’s field office in Norfolk, Virginia on January 5 about possible violence related to lockdown protests. The agency cited anonymous online chatter discussing calls to “fight” and “get violent.” Posts warned that “Congress needs to hear glass breaking, doors being kicked in, and blood from their BLM and Pantifa [sic] slave soldiers being spilled. Go there ready for war. We get our President or we die. NOTHING else will achieve this goal.”

			For weeks before January 6, members of the Oath Keepers were making plans to travel to Virginia and stay at various hotels outside of D.C. Several Oath Keepers traveled from as far as Florida and Alabama; they arrived on January 5 so they could get to Trump’s speech in the early hours of January 6. Members of the Proud Boys also arranged to come to Washington.

			A handful of pro-Trump rallies were scheduled for the evening of January 5 featuring Roger Stone and Lt. General Michael Flynn among other Trump loyalists. Once again, clashes between Trump supporters and leftist protesters at the recently renamed Black Lives Matter Plaza led to the arrest of at least six people that night. Enrique Tarrio, a leader of the Proud Boys, had been arrested on January 4 on an outstanding warrant but other members of the group—Joseph Biggs, Ethan Nordean, and Charles Donohoe—were preparing to participate in the rally outside the Capitol building.

			While the media and Democrats fueled speculation that the groups would be violent, the head of the FBI’s field office in Washington later said the agency had no intelligence showing the event “would be anything more than a lawful demonstration.” But between 7:30 p.m. and 8:30 p.m. on January 5, someone allegedly placed pipe bombs outside the D.C. headquarters of the Democratic National Committee and the Republican National Committee. News of the pipe bombs was reported by U.S. Capitol Police just before the joint session of Congress convened at 1:00 p.m. the next day.

			Most of the people who traveled to D.C., however, were groups of friends and relatives unassociated with any particular group. Thomas Munn, his wife Dawn, and their three children drove from Texas to Washington, D.C. “We made it to our hotel just outside DC…1,600 miles in 24 hrs!,” he posted on Facebook the night of January 5. The family of fervent Trump supporters wore Trump garb the following day. On January 2, Tom Munn posted a meme with a photo of Trump alongside a photo of Todd Beamer, the 9/11 victim who famously yelled “Let’s roll” before attempting to overtake the hijackers on Flight 93. “The Time has come!” Munn wrote.

			California resident Lois Lynn McNicoll, sixty-nine, arrived in Washington early. On January 4 and 5, she went sightseeing; McNicoll walked past the Capitol but did not get close to the building since barricades shut off access.

			TIMELINE OF EVENTS

			12:43 a.m.: President Trump posts his first tweet about the electoral college certification. “Get smart Republicans. FIGHT!”

			1:00 a.m.: “If Vice President @Mike_Pence comes through for us, we will win the Presidency,” he tweeted. “Many States want to decertify the mistake they made in certifying incorrect & even fraudulent numbers in a process NOT approved by their State Legislatures (which it must be). Mike can send it back!”

			Trump and others close to him believed that Vice President Pence had the authority to reject Biden’s electoral votes from states the president thought he had won. A lawsuit filed in December by Rep. Louie Gohmert argued that Pence has the sole discretion in determining which electoral votes to count for a given State, and must ignore and may not rely on any provisions of the Electoral Count Act that would limit his exclusive authority.”

			3:00 a.m.: People start to arrive at the ellipse, the fifty-two-acre park south of the White House, where the president is scheduled to speak.

			6:15 a.m.: Thomas and Sharon Caldwell, who drove from their Virginia farm to stay at a nearby hotel the night before, arrive downtown. The line to get into the rally wraps around the Washington Monument several times. It is still dark.

			7:00 a.m.: Doors to the “Save America March” officially open. Numerous lawmakers, Trump family members, and advisers are scheduled to speak. According to congressional testimony by Steven Sund, chief of the U.S. Capitol Police, a D.C. Metro Police investigator informed him at 7:15 that “there were already lines to get into the event, but that the crowd was compliant, and he did not observe any concerning issues.” 

			The crowd participates in a prayer and the Pledge of Allegiance as speakers blare some of Trump’s favored rally tunes including “Tiny Dancer” and “Gloria.” The crowd is visibly cold; the day is overcast; temperatures are in the high 30s and low 40s with winds gusting between fourteen and eighteen miles per hour.

			Despite the dreary weather, Trump supporters are in a festive mood. People are dancing and waving flags. “I’ve been to marches large and small, but I don’t recall encountering such a polite, well-mannered crowd,” a New York Trump supporter later wrote.

			9:00 a.m.: The program officially begins “We are not going to let them continue to corrupt our election,” Representative Mo Brooks tells the growing crowd.

			According to an in-depth series by the Washington Post published in late October, Trump spent the morning with his family and reviewing his speech with aide Stephen Miller. The Post revealed that Trump and Pence had a “terse call” in which Pence reiterated his objection to disrupting the electoral college certification.

			10:00 a.m.: Aerial shots show the grounds filled with Trump supporters wearing MAGA gear and waving flags. Attendees later describe the crowd size in the hundreds of thousands. Planes fly “Stop the Steal” and “Deplorable Lives Matter” banners in nearby Maryland.

			Around 10:15 a.m.: Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton, who in December had filed a detailed election fraud lawsuit, takes the stage. The Supreme Court, with dissent by Justice Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, had refused to grant certiorari in Paxton’s case. “We sued four states for not following the Constitution, not following state law, and we took it directly to the Supreme Court. They should have heard our case,” Paxton says, at which point the crowd starts to boo.

			Members of the Proud Boys, including Joe Biggs, meet near the Washington Monument around 10:00 a.m. Others, including Robert Gieswein, who are not official Proud Boys members, intersperse with the group. They aren’t wearing the group’s usual yellow and black gear; many, according to a New York Times montage of video taken that day; some inexplicably wear neon caps and armbands. Biggs is acting as the de facto leader of the group since Enrique Tarrio, its leader, could not enter D.C. following his arrest on January 4. At least sixty users had earlier participated in an encrypted chat titled “Boots on the Ground” to discuss plans for January 6.

			Shortly after the group convenes, they start walking toward the Capitol grounds, chanting “Whose streets? Our streets!” At least one FBI informant was later revealed to have been in the group of Proud Boys. The informant would remain in constant contact with his FBI handler about the group’s activity that day. Ethan Nordean, also known as Rufio Panman, is wearing all black, a pair of dark sunglasses, and using a bullhorn to corral the group behind him. “Proud Boys,” Nordean randomly says into the bullhorn at one point.

			While watching events on television, Maryland resident Robert Reeder, a driver for Federal Express, decides at the last minute to take the Metro into D.C. to watch Trump’s speech. The fifty-five-year-old travels alone and arrives in the capital around 11:30 a.m. A registered Democrat, Reeder later said that he liked some of Trump’s policies and his “patriotism.”

			10:30 a.m.: The president’s family appears as a row of American flags whip behind them in the wind. “This is the greatest group of patriots ever put together,” Eric Trump says. Pointing to the White House behind him, he reminds the crowd that his father “will never, ever stop fighting for you.” His wife Lara declares, “This fight has only just begun.” She then leads the crowd in singing “Happy Birthday” to her husband.

			Donald Trump, Jr. compliments the crowd for protesting the election results “without burning down buildings…or ripping down churches,” a reference to Black Lives Matter rioters who had set fire to St. John’s church across from the White House in the summer of 2020. Don Jr. then takes aim at Republicans in Congress. “We are all watching,” he warns. “This isn’t their Republican Party any more. This is Donald Trump’s Republican Party!” The crowd starts to chant, “Fight for Trump!”

			10:50 a.m.: Rudy Giuliani and John Eastman, Trump’s lawyers who had handled most of the campaign’s election lawsuits, address the crowd. “We don’t want to find out three weeks from now even more proof that this election was stolen, do we?” Giuliani asks. The crowd shouts, “No!” Giuliani endorses the plan to ask for a ten-day audit of the election results, which numerous Republican senators intended to do that day, calling the audit “perfectly reasonable and fair.” They finish speaking around 11:00 a.m., the time Trump is scheduled to begin. But his speech is delayed an hour for unknown reasons; meanwhile the crowd continues to assemble as a mix of pop and country music blare from the speakers.

			Noon: The House of Representatives is called to order by Speaker pro tempore Eric Swalwell. Lawmakers are led in prayer. “Defend us from those adversaries, both foreign and domestic, outside these walls and perhaps within these Chambers, who sow seeds of acrimony to divide colleagues and conspire to undermine trust,” Reverend Margaret Grun Kibben says.

			Down Constitution Avenue, “God Bless The U.S.A.” plays as President Trump claps and waves at the sea of supporters. He marvels at the size of the crowd. “I’ve never seen anything like it. We have hundreds of thousands of people here and I want them to be recognized by the fake news media,” Trump says.

			While media accounts insisted the crowd was only in the thousands, photos taken that day seem to confirm Trump’s assessment. Trump tells the press to turn their cameras and show the crowd behind the ellipse. “These people are not going to take it any longer.”

			For the next several minutes, Trump rails against the media, Big Tech, and the “rigged election”—his constant theme for many months. He recounts some of the apparent voting irregularities in swing states. “[U]sing the pretext of the China virus and the scam of mail-in ballots, Democrats attempted the most brazen and outrageous election theft and there’s never been anything like this. So pure theft in American history. Everybody knows it. That election, our election, was over at 10 o’clock in the evening. We’re leading Pennsylvania, Michigan, Georgia, by hundreds of thousands of votes. And then late in the evening, or early in the morning, boom, these explosions of bullshit. And all of a sudden. All of a sudden it started to happen.”

			Trump’s view about the likelihood of election fraud is widely shared among those who showed up to the rally that day and they are angry and in many cases desperately alarmed by what they see as an assault on our democracy.

			Could anything be done? According to Trump, the last best hope is vested in Vice President Mike Pence who as president of the Senate oversees the certification proceedings and had—theoretically—the power to send the delegate tallies back to the states for verification. Pence, Trump says repeatedly, had to “do the right thing.” He blasts “weak Republicans” including Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell. “If this happened to the Democrats, there’d be hell all over the country going on. There’d be hell all over the country.”

			These statements were later cited during Trump’s second impeachment trial as evidence that he had deliberately and knowingly incited a rebellion at the Capitol. This is far from clear since the idea of a planned insurrection is at odds with the notion of a spontaneous rebellion inspired by the president’s inflammatory speech. Still, it is true that Trump at times unwisely chose to focus on farfetched, hard-to-prove election fraud claims rather than provable violations of election law in key states.

			12:30 p.m.: As Trump continues to speak, the U.S. Senate is called to order. Right before he enters the Capitol, Senator Josh Hawley raises a fist in a sign of solidarity with the crowd. Hawley had announced on December 30, 2020 that he would object to the Electoral College certification. “He will call for Congress to launch a full investigation of potential fraud and election irregularities and enact election integrity measures,” his office said in a statement. A few days later, seven incumbent Republican senators including Ted Cruz and three incoming Republican senators announced they would ask Congress for an emergency ten-day audit of the election returns in the disputed states.

			Chaplain Barry Black opens the Senate session with a prayer: “As our lawmakers prepare to formally certify the votes cast by the electoral college, be present with them. Guide our legislators with Your wisdom and truth as they seek to meet the requirements of the U.S. Constitution. Lord, inspire them to seize this opportunity to demonstrate to the Nation and world how the democratic process can be done properly and in an orderly manner.”

			12:50 p.m.: Pence and members of the Senate prepare to walk to the House side of the Capitol building to commence the joint session of Congress to certify the results of the election. Nancy Pelosi, wearing a bright blue dress and patterned face mask, stands at the House podium waiting for Senate members to enter. “As the House comes to order for this important, historic meeting, let us be reminded that each side, House and Senate, Democrats and Republicans, each have 11 Members allowed to be present on the floor,” Pelosi announces. “Others may be in the gallery. This is at the guidance of the Attending Physician and the Sergeant at Arms.”

			At the same time, Capitol Police receive word of a possible bomb threat outside the headquarters of the Republican National Committee, just a block or so south of the Cannon House Office building. An emergency management specialist working from home for the U.S. Commerce Department has noticed what she believed to be a bomb outside the RNC as she walked to do her laundry. “I saw a tangle of wires,” Karlin Younger told reporters a few weeks later. “I looked closer and saw a six-inch pipe capped on both ends. Then I saw a timer that was stuck on the number 20. It was a radial dial.” She notified a guard who contacted police.

			The mayor of Madison, Wisconsin, Younger’s hometown, later presented Younger with a special commendation, noting, “January 6th will live in infamy as a day in which an armed mobbed overran the U.S. Capitol and Ms. Younger’s swift action prevented further injuries and deaths on that terrible day.”

			Another device is seized near the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee, a few blocks away. The Hazardous Materials Response Team of the USCP, according to a statement released the next day, determined both devices were “hazardous and could cause great harm to public safety.” USCP disable the devices and reportedly give the materials to the FBI to investigate.

			USCP Chief Steven Sund later testified to Congress what happened next. “At almost the exact same time [that they heard of the threat] we observed a large group of individuals approaching the West Front of the Capitol,” Sund told the Senate Committee on Rules and Administration and the Senate Homeland Security and Government Affairs Committee on February 23. “As soon as this group arrived at our perimeter, they immediately began to fight violently with the officers and to tear apart the steel crowd control
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