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				Prologue: April 1993

				The Clarence Thomas Inner Circle and Me

				In 1993, you could argue, I was one of Clarence Thomas’s best friends. He and I never met, but we didn’t have to. His inner circle embraced me in my days as an attack journalist for a then-influential magazine called The American Spectator. They were there for me when I was researching and writing my book-length assault on Thomas accuser Anita Hill, published two years after her explosive 1991 testimony before the Senate Judiciary Committee accusing Thomas of sexual harassment. Hill’s televised appearance upended the confirmation hearings and very nearly derailed Thomas’s nomination to the Supreme Court. When my book The Real Anita Hill: The Untold Story was published and caused a media sensation, the Thomas inner circle—including his wife, Ginni—was there with me to celebrate our mutual triumph in undermining Hill and Thomas’s other accusers, and also, it’s fair to say, to gloat.

				In retrospect, it seems to me more than passing strange that a book with so partisan an underlying purpose, no matter how adroitly argued, could have received such a warm reception in so many ostensibly critically minded quarters. Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, a respected daily reviewer in The New York Times, gushed about my “impressive investigative study,” and concluded that it was “extremely damaging to Anita Hill’s case.” A reviewer in the Sunday Times echoed that conclusion, and the Washington Post reviewer sanctioned the book as a “serious work of investigative journalism.” These credible voices were perhaps influenced following a careful rollout—first, excerpts on the Wall Street Journal editorial page, to confer the imprimatur of the conservative establishment to my arguments, then a George Will column in Newsweek in which the bow-tied pundit cheered as loudly for my book as he famously did for baseball, praising its “avalanche of evidence that Hill lied” and adding that it would surely be “persuasive to minds not sealed by the caulking of ideology.” Best of all, as I saw it at the time, Rush Limbaugh himself, then at or near the peak of his fame and influence, gave over the better part of three of his shows to read from my book out loud, word by word, to his massive radio audience. I had clearly triumphed in my mission to prop up Thomas’s reputation, at whatever cost, and halt a slide in the polls that showed public opinion moving from support of Thomas to siding with Hill. (According to Gallup, by the end of his confirmation hearings, fully 54 percent of Americans said they believed Thomas, versus 27 percent who said they believed Anita Hill; those numbers, by October 1992, showed 43 percent believed Hill, and only 39 percent believed Thomas.)

				Then came a bombshell report in The New Yorker by two highly respected reporters, Jane Mayer and Jill Abramson, an “investigative review” that went to great lengths to discredit my book—and me. I flipped through the pages of their review in a kind of nervous fever. The truth hurts, and this was the truth, ladled out for me. “He is not an unbiased journalist, as he represents himself; he is a polemicist who writes,” the two said of me, accurately enough, I can say now.

				I could have seized that moment to snap out of the mindset into which I had sunk in those years, an us-against-them tribalism in which pro-Thomas voices were ipso facto credible and worthy and anyone presenting the other side of the story so suspect as to not even warrant a hearing. Instead, as a natural fighter, a scrapper and a battler, I doubled down. Rather than accepting the truth of what Abramson and Mayer had reported, I would lie in the weeds and wait for my time to counterattack with all I had. What’s remarkable to me, looking back, was that obsessed as I was with fighting for my own reputation, stung by having been dubbed “sleaze” by one New York Times columnist, Anthony Lewis following the New Yorker broadside, I waited so long to ask myself hard questions about what the progression of events said about Clarence Thomas himself and his closest circle.

				Looking back now, as demonstrated in the chapters that follow, I can state very clearly and forcefully that, based on information I was given once the hearings concluded and Thomas was confirmed to the Supreme Court, as well as subsequent revelations, I’m absolutely sure that Anita Hill told the truth and Thomas perjured himself to win Senate confirmation, which I would call the original sin of the far right’s court-packing scheme. Hill explained under oath in October 1991 to the Senate Judiciary Committee—and a live audience of tens of millions tuned into TV coverage—that Thomas harassed her many times during her two years of employment in Ronald Reagan’s Department of Education and then at the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). “He spoke about…such matters as women having sex with animals and films showing group sex or rape scenes,” she testified. Thomas often graphically described “his own sexual prowess” and the details of his anatomy. One of the films Thomas talked about, Hill said, was titled Long Dong Silver. Hill also recounted a bizarre instance in which Thomas asked, “Who put pubic hair on my Coke?”

				Snap polls showed a country divided on the question of Hill’s veracity; I was one who initially believed her. Sitting in front of a TV screen at my office at The Washington Times, Rev. Sun Myung Moon’s right-wing answer to The Washington Post, I couldn’t imagine why this thirty-five-year-old law professor from Oklahoma would volunteer for the scrutiny of the klieg lights and make up such a vividly detailed account of sexual harassment. “Houston, we have a problem,” I thought.

				I later learned that Thomas’s closest friends, who helped source The Real Anita Hill and assured me then of his complete innocence, didn’t believe him either. Mark Paoletta, a deputy counsel in the White House counsel’s office under President George H. W. Bush, where he worked on Thomas’s nomination, later told me he knew that Thomas had a penchant for the kind of raunchy pornography Hill was describing, a key proof point in her testimony. Though he denies it, the admission was shocking as it was the opposite of what Mark had said previously. Ricky Silberman, Thomas’s vice chair at the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, which ironically enforced sexual harassment laws, later told me she had heard stories of Thomas hitting on female subordinates at the office.

				“He did it, didn’t he?” she blurted out to me at one point after Mayer and Abramson weighed in.

				In fact, I had heard that the Silbermans—Ricky and her husband, Laurence, who sat on the D.C. Circuit Court with Thomas—had such grave doubts about Thomas’s plan to flatly deny Hill’s allegations that they had quietly pulled Thomas aside and counseled him to withdraw his nomination. They didn’t think he could lie his way through this one and survive. Thomas apparently never forgave them for their blunt honesty. And yet, the conservative power couple had insisted to me that Thomas was completely innocent.

				One of the most insidious realities of what transpired next was not only that Thomas lied, but that he caused so many others to lie for him. The Thomas circle launched an unprecedented and truly evil smear campaign against the victim of Thomas’s predations. Hill was portrayed not only as a bald-faced liar with a left-wing political agenda but also as mentally ill and even a sex pervert herself. In his testimony, Thomas inverted the story, portraying himself as victim, claiming he was being subjected to a “high-tech lynching for uppity blacks” by white liberals who were trying to block a Black conservative from taking a seat on the nation’s highest court.

				Orrin Hatch, the Utah Republican who was the lead defender of Thomas on the Senate Judiciary Committee, suggested preposterously that Hill had lifted the anecdote about pubic hair on a Coke from the horror movie The Exorcist, which had contained a reference to “an alien pubic hair floating around in my gin.” Alan Simpson, the GOP senator from Wyoming, was next up to bat. “And now, I really am getting stuff in over the transom about Professor Hill,” Simpson said, menacingly. “I have got letters hanging out of my pockets. I have got faxes. I have got statements from her former law professors, statements from people who know her, statements from Tulsa, saying ‘Watch out for this woman!’ But nobody has the guts to say that because it gets all tangled up in this sexual harassment crap.”

				Sexual harassment crap? These were my allies.

				The Thomas-Hill case is often cast as a “he-said, she-said,” but it’s not. Three female witnesses waited in the wings to support Hill’s story and her credibility, including Angela Wright, who had worked with Thomas at the EEOC and had corroborative testimony. They were not called, due to what the Los Angeles Times described as a private compromise deal between Republicans and the Judiciary Committee chairman, Joe Biden. Wright was interviewed by committee lawyers for the record, but she was not permitted to tell her story to the public; she was kept off national television. Biden apparently saw himself not as a partisan Democrat prosecuting a case but as a neutral arbiter of fact; as head of the committee, his role was to conduct a fair hearing—even though Republicans like Hatch and Simpson adopted their usual approach of all-out combat and scorched-earth tactics.

				On the morning of October 10, 1991, with the Thomas hearings scheduled to open the next day, Senate staff members from both parties interviewed Wright by telephone. She described several instances in which Thomas had made sexual remarks to her and said that he had once stopped by her apartment uninvited and stayed until past midnight. She claimed that he pressured her to go out with him and once asked her breast size. “You look good and you’re going to be dating me,” she said Thomas told her in 1984, soon after he had hired her as director of media relations at the EEOC. Wright came across as articulate and credible and was firm in relaying her certainty that Hill was telling the truth, based on her own experiences with Thomas. The committee released the Wright statement late the night before the Thomas vote so that it would attract little attention. After extensive debate, the Senate confirmed Thomas by a vote of 52–48, the narrowest margin since the nineteenth century.

				In the wake of the hearings, Thomas was deeply wounded and his reputation sullied; his supporters were angry and out for blood. Thomas could be on the court for decades, they knew, and there was his legacy to think about. Hill’s testimony had created a political backlash that threatened to elect a wave of Democratic women and derail the Bush presidency. That was when a right-wing tobacco heiress from North Carolina made a telephone call to an editor at The American Spectator, a small right-wing magazine publishing some of my freelance writing at the time. Elizabeth Brady Lurie wanted to donate money for an investigation of Anita Hill. I got the assignment. My article, “The Real Anita Hill,” the one in which I called Hill “a bit nutty and a bit slutty,” caused a sensation in right-wing circles. Soon I had a contract for a full-length exposé of Hill to be published by a conservative imprint, the Free Press, part of an established and respected mainstream publishing house, Simon & Schuster.

				I convinced myself I was telling the true story, but I relied solely on the Thomas camp for my research and interviews. I wholly adopted their point of view. The Republicans pulled out all the stops to help me, providing me with an “erotomania” diagnosis for Hill that some random psychologist had sent in to the committee; an affidavit filed by former law students of Hill’s who attested—unbelievably—to Hill having inserted pubic hairs into their exam papers; and even the FBI background report on Angela Wright, the leaking of which was a federal crime. There wasn’t anything in the Wright file that at all impeached her credibility, though there was a stray account of a neighbor who had allegedly seen Wright vacuuming her house in the nude. What? It meant nothing, but I tossed it in for effect. That’s the kind of book it was.

				That was tame compared with what came next. The success of The Real Anita Hill cast me into the role of foremost defender of the biggest hero on the American right. I embraced it. Two years later, in January 1994, when Mayer and Abramson published their own book, Strange Justice: The Selling of Clarence Thomas, which provided fresh reporting showing that Thomas had certainly lied under oath, I was ready. I had not forgotten the two journalists’ epic takedown of my book The Real Anita Hill, showing all its many flaws in high relief, and I wanted revenge.

				The duo had produced a new witness, Kaye Savage, a onetime friend of Thomas’s who said that when she visited Thomas’s apartment, she had been taken aback by graphic porn pinups he had plastered all over his walls. To undermine Savage, I called Mark Paoletta, by now a close friend of both mine and Thomas’s.

				“Savage is a problem,” I told Mark.

				He called Thomas about the “problem,” and Thomas passed on to me negative personal information about Savage that he said had come up in her divorce proceedings. I should have been appalled. I should have recoiled. I should have instantly extricated myself from playing any role in such garbage tactics. Instead, in menacing tones, I confronted Savage with the information. I hinted darkly that I would publish it if she didn’t recant her story. In effect, I was now engaged in blackmailing sources and terrorizing innocent women in the cause of defending Clarence Thomas against testimony that I knew was likely true. When I published my review of Strange Justice in The American Spectator, I smeared Savage, Mayer, and Abramson and called them liars. But I knew better. This time I was the liar.

				I spent years after that working on a brutally honest and self-critical book, Blinded by the Right: The Conscience of an Ex-Conservative, in which I came clean and repudiated my years as a tool of radical-right-wing interests. I hated writing that book. That old line about writing being easy, you just open a vein, never hit home harder. The book was “the result of harrowing experience,” as former New Republic editor Hendrik Hertzberg put it in a long, favorable review in The New Yorker. “What drove Brock was the wrongness of what he did, not of what he thought,” Hertzberg wrote. “As a frontline machine gunner in the Washington scandal wars of the nineteen-nineties, Brock inflicted heavy political casualties. But his own wounds came mostly from friendly fire, and many of these, he eventually realized, were self-inflicted. Blinded by the Right…is the story of a change of heart, not of mind.”

				When that painfully honest book hit the New York Times bestseller list in 2002, it energized me on a crusade to help the Democratic cause. Working with Bill and Hillary Clinton, I founded the watchdog Media Matters for America, widely hailed in Democratic Party circles as a game-changer, which put in place the first system to monitor, analyze, and expose right-wing disinformation in the media. Also revolutionary, in tame Democratic Party circles, we used the word “lie” to describe what the other side routinely did. I knew it because I had lived it. Later I also founded the oppo-research powerhouse American Bridge, responsible for upending countless campaigns with our exposés on GOP candidates. I morphed into an effective operator supporting Democratic Party causes and candidates in the country, working to counter the influence of the organized right in our politics and culture.

				Nothing can expunge my regrettable early years in GOP politics. Full stop. Nothing. I live with that reality. At the same time, my own lived experience from that period of my life gives me the tools to make something good of a bad situation. I understand the machine I served better than any outsider can, and that places on me the responsibility to do everything I can to speak out and articulate what I see as a genuine menace to the American way of life, so that these forces can be opposed and, ultimately, defeated.

				Having spent years in close proximity to the Thomas inner circle, I watch current events with a knowing eye. As news organizations raced each other in 2022 and 2023 to publish more sordid revelations about Clarence Thomas’s serial corruption and abuse of power as a Supreme Court justice, it felt like déjà vu all over again watching the Thomas network mobilize. When Thomas had a “problem” years earlier with a witness whose real-life recollections could upend the lies Thomas and his supporters had told, our approach was always to smear and attack, never to acknowledge the truth. There was no thought given to the reality behind her words. The actions taken were purely tactical. They were reactive and self-justifying, putting Thomas in the role of wronged party even if facts did not sustain that picture. Thomas’s friends had confided in me that they knew the allegations of sexual harassment that nearly denied him a place on the Supreme Court had ample basis in fact; still the pivot was made to pretend it was all a monstrous outrage. From there, once the fabric of reality had been severed, it was easy enough to adopt a mindset that any flak directed at Thomas was offensive and illegitimate, whatever reality in the fact-based world might be, and to dig ever deeper to launch a Forever War on Thomas’s behalf with steadily multiplying assets behind it.

				Mark Paoletta, the Thomas apologist I’d called a close friend, often came across as shrill and witless in his strident, knee-jerk defenses of Thomas over the years, but at the same time he demonstrated a spectacular resourcefulness in seeking to create an entire industry of hagiography to bolster the cause. ProPublica revealed in 2023 that Thomas had failed to report $150,000 that conservative billionaire Harlan Crow—a backer of groups and causes with ideological interests before the court—paid in tuition for the grand-nephew Thomas was raising as a son, a resoundingly clear ethical violation. So Paoletta, predictably, indulged in clumsy misdirection, floating some inane notion about the report amounting to an attack on Thomas and his wife for “caring for” the grand-nephew, claiming the factual report was “malicious.” It was “high-tech lynching” all over again. (Paoletta is depicted in the center of an infamous painting of Thomas, Crow, and Leonard Leo, the Federalist Society honcho, smoking cigars at Crow’s lodge, and he served as Ginni Thomas’s lawyer in her interview with the committee investigating the January 6 insurrection.)

				The problem with Paoletta’s defense of the indefensible was that its minimal credibility eroded further in the face of ongoing disclosures, and they just kept coming, piling up in a blizzard of damning detail. As ProPublica put it in an August 2023 report, Clarence Thomas had accepted from rich donors and again failed to disclose “at least thirty-eight destination vacations, including a previously unreported voyage on a yacht around the Bahamas; twenty-six private jet flights, plus an additional eight by helicopter; a dozen VIP passes to professional and college sporting events, typically perched in the skybox; two stays at luxury resorts in Florida and Jamaica; and one standing invitation to an uber-exclusive golf club overlooking the Atlantic coast.” Lots of goodies from Thomas’s billionaire patron.

				The only way the Paoletta defense made any kind of sense was within a world—where I once lived—in which a conspiracy existed to convince Clarence Thomas, and each other, of the man’s greatness, his utter lack of character defect or failing; in short, his near deification. A July 2023 Washington Post report revealed just how far this conspiracy had gone, aided by the deep pockets and self-justifying radicalism of Leonard Leo, and his Federalist Society network, the crown jewel of the conservative legal movement, to push a broad pro-Thomas propaganda campaign, starting in 2016, to the tune of more than $1.8 million. That kind of money buys you a lot of hagiography. This was a very sophisticated, coordinated, and secretive effort under Mark Paoletta’s leadership featuring state-of-the-art tricks like paying for Google to emphasize links beneficial to Thomas, and pushing pro-Thomas drivel like this on Twitter: “Justice Thomas: The most open & personable of Justices, intimate in sharing his feelings, easily moved to laughter.”

				Given my firsthand knowledge about what Paoletta—who was paid by Leo to defend Thomas—knew about the truth of the Anita Hill accusations, I was intrigued by the way he pulled out all the stops to try (and fail) to persuade HBO to slant a 2016 film revisiting the Thomas confirmation hearings with actor Wendell Pierce (The Wire) playing Thomas and Kerry Washington, nominated for an Emmy, cast as Anita Hill. Paoletta, I know for myself, was well aware he was pushing his own convenient lies in claiming, in a letter to HBO’s president and chief executive obtained by The Washington Post, that he objected to alleged “distortions, omissions and fabrications in the script” that he said “all appear to be done with the goal of bolstering Anita Hill’s credibility and smearing those who debunked her 11th hour allegations.”

				Smearing? Paoletta knew exactly who had been smeared, and by whom, for he was complicit in those moral crimes if not violations of the law. Even twenty-five years after the Thomas confirmation hearings, the justice and his camp were incredibly insecure about the evident truth of Anita Hill’s testimony, since they knew full well that he’d lied to save his nomination. They had to suspect that history, in the end, was going to lay bare the truth of those lies for all to see. Clarence Thomas and his inner circle seemed somehow to know that, even with rich friends like Leonard Leo behind them, they were on borrowed time, or at least that was the nagging fear that galvanized them to action.

				Of all the revelations about Thomas in 2023, for all the staggering scale of his corrupt willingness to take millions in gifts from rich extremists seeking influence, one seemingly trivial detail broke through the white noise of unending disclosures in an oddly humanizing, albeit sad, way. That was the story of Thomas and his beloved RV, in which he and his wife, Ginni, would take trips out into the country, visiting various states, making much of their allegedly unpretentious taste in vacations.

				Sometimes propaganda is more revealing than its creators realize. Wealthy extremist Harlan Crow, who opened his wallet repeatedly for Thomas, also funded a straight-up propaganda film meant to push a folksy, down-home image of Thomas. This was as subtle and balanced a piece of portraiture as Leni Riefenstahl filming the Nuremberg Rally in the 1930s. The film, soft focus all the way, shows a relaxed, relatable version of Thomas confiding to the camera what a regular guy he is: “I don’t have any problem with going to Europe, but I prefer the United States, and I prefer seeing the regular parts of the United States,” he says. “I prefer the RV parks. I prefer the Walmart parking lots to the beaches and things like that. There’s something normal to me about it…. I come from regular stock, and I prefer that—I prefer being around that.”

				There was clearly something genuine about Thomas’s love of his RV, and that came through. The most effective lies are built on top of a foundation of honesty or truth. In the case of Thomas and his RV, it was almost painful to read about the layers of self-deception and self-delusion the story of Thomas and his RV reveals. About those Walmart parking lots? About those stories Thomas told even his closest friends about how he saved up to buy his RV? The New York Times would have something to say about that.

				Here was the August 2023 headline: “Clarence Thomas’s $267,230 R.V. and the Friend Who Financed It.”

				And an even more telling accompanying sub-headline: “The Vehicle Is a Key Part of the Justice’s Just-Folks Persona. It’s Also a Luxury Motor Coach That Was Funded by Someone Else’s Money.”

				The Prevost Le Mirage XL Marathon luxury vehicle that Thomas was able to purchase, used, in 1999 was “superluxury,” as a relative of its previous owner put it, a forty-foot-long status symbol. “By that point, the justice had become fixated on owning an R.V., and not just any R.V., but the Rolls-Royce of motor coaches: a custom Prevost Marathon, or as he once put it, a ‘condo on wheels,’ ” the Times reported. “Justice Thomas was turned on to the luxury brand by Bernie Little, a fellow Horatio Alger member and the flamboyantly wealthy owner of the Miss Budweiser hydroplane racing boat…. Back in those days, a basic Prevost Marathon sold for about a million dollars, and could fetch far more depending on the bells and whistles. It was a rich man’s toy, and the company marketed it that way.”

				Thomas invited the news program 60 Minutes aboard his RV in 2007 and talked about his love of visiting friendly red states, away from the “meanness” of Washington, D.C. Left unexplored was the financing of the super-luxury vehicle. “Justice Thomas, who in the ensuing years would tell friends how he had scrimped and saved to afford the motor coach, did not buy it on his own,” the Times reported. “In fact, the purchase was underwritten, at least in part, by Anthony Welters, a close friend who made his fortune in the health care industry.” As recently as July 2023, the Times added, Welters—for whatever reason—was still listed as the official lienholder on the vehicle, though Welters had given Thomas a signed release in 2008, removing him from any further financial obligation, either because Thomas repaid what he borrowed or, more likely, because Welters simply chose to forgive the amount.

				For me, and I think even for many Americans who find Thomas a deeply troubling figure, there was something oddly poignant about this man’s desperate ongoing effort to present himself as something he is not. In November 1999, soon after first spotting his luxury RV in an Arizona parking lot, Thomas gave a speech to a Goldwater Institute dinner at the Biltmore Hotel in Phoenix that offered some revealing glimpses. First, being in Arizona, Thomas honored his two high court colleagues from Arizona, Associate Justice Sandra Day O’Connor (“both tough, brilliant and gracious”) and Chief Justice William Rehnquist. Thomas described telling the chief justice, early in his time on the bench, how odd and out of place he felt on the Supreme Court.

				“Clarence, in the first years you wonder how you got here,” Rehnquist told him. “After that, you wonder how your colleagues got here.”

				In honoring Goldwater, Thomas said that for many years he’d been influenced by Goldwater’s adage: “Extremism in defense of liberty is no vice.” Thomas was saying, yes, he was an extremist, and he didn’t care who knew it.

				Midway through a speech that was rambling but often oddly affecting, as in his homage to actor Charlton Heston (“Moses!” Thomas exulted), sitting up front near him, Thomas delivered the following line, which he knew would draw laughs: “I can’t stand here and tell you all that it was my choice to become a federal judge. Pure and simple, I wanted to be rich.”

				All he ever wanted was to be rich. The way Thomas said “rich” was like music to the ears of the crowd at the Biltmore. It was taken as a kind of joke, but anyone watching the video of that speech can’t help but notice how much more than a throwaway line the words represented. Growing up poor in Georgia, first in the impoverished small town of Pin Point, then in Savannah, living with his demanding grandfather, Clarence Thomas dreamed of escaping from poverty. He dreamed of having the power and freedom from accountability that he saw as going together with being rich. For all his posturing over the years as a deep thinker, a man of principles, the one principle to which he was truly committed from an early age was his own self-enrichment. He would sell whatever he had along the way to win his own freedom from the sting of being dismissed—for being poor or for being Black. He wanted to be rich. He wanted to live the life of a man rich and powerful enough to act with utter impunity.

				I can only conclude that Thomas’s massive corruption is not some side effect of the dark bargain he made with a highly ideological, highly unethical radical network led by Leonard Leo and his Federalist Society co-conspirators; the graft, corruption, and whole-hog flouting of accountability are a goal unto themselves. When people show you who they are, believe them. Thomas wanted to be rich, and he was fine with being an extremist—since his goal was to try to live in a way where he could convince himself that he did not care what anyone else thought. Of course he racked up platinum miles jetting around with rich individuals seeking to undermine what tiny fragments remained of Thomas’s credibility. Of course he let rich friends with agendas buy his goodwill through all manner of gifts, from rebuilding his grandmother’s house to paying his grand-nephew’s way through expensive private schools to jetting him around in a privately owned 737. This is who Clarence Thomas is.

				This context matters in understanding just how unmoored—and how dangerous—the United States Supreme Court has become. Recent years have finally brought growing public awareness of the decisive role that a clandestine network led by Leonard Leo and the Federalist Society has played not only in handpicking President Trump’s selections to the Supreme Court, in return for securing the Religious Right voting bloc for Trump (who nevertheless lost the popular vote), but also in installing five extremist justices over thirty years. Each of these five has been indelibly tainted, from Thomas himself, who resorted to multiple instances of perjury in order to win confirmation in 1991, to Samuel Alito (January 2006) to the Trump MAGA selections Neil Gorsuch (April 2017), Brett Kavanaugh (October 2018), and Amy Coney Barrett (October 2020), as I will lay out in careful detail over the course of this account—perjury, a stolen election, a secret pledge by a presidential nominee to special interests who had long sought Roe’s demise, and unprecedented and unconstitutional maneuvers by a GOP Senate leader, Mitch McConnell, determined to pack the courts to keep campaign cash flowing from GOP megadonors with interests before them.

				Leonard Leo’s theocratic project—which seized on an existing Federalist Society scheme to remake the judiciary in its own extremist image and essentially put it on steroids—was developed and undertaken as a natural outgrowth of Leo’s friendship with Clarence Thomas, dating back to 1990. When Leo and Thomas first met, Leo was not yet a paid operative for the Federalist Society and Thomas was not yet a Supreme Court justice. Leo had other influential close friends, including Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, but the increasing aggressiveness of the anonymously funded hive he built over the years was encouraged and assisted by Thomas. Seen from the viewpoint of a nonfanatic, the evidence was overwhelming that all five of the extreme justices this right-wing conspiracy had installed blatantly lacked legitimacy, given the lies they had told on the way in, the stunts their confirmations had required, and the deeper underlying truth that their presence on the court amounted to one of the more blatant and dangerous power grabs in U.S. history.

				One jarring result of the shift was that Chief Justice John Roberts, confirmed in September 2005, would prove to be a feckless and unreliable brake on the unchecked power this group accumulated, in short, a chief justice in name only. This was the Thomas Court, created in the image and with the active connivance of a judge who had once been on the outer fringes of the court. The power grab was dirty and sleazy, but on its own terms it was effective, culminating in the political earthquake of the Supreme Court’s Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health ruling in June 2022 overturning Roe v. Wade, stripping women of reproductive rights they had enjoyed for over fifty years, and ushering in an entirely new and different political era whose aftershocks will rock—and reshape—the American political landscape for years to come.

				At the center of the campaign to pack the court and use it as a weapon in a radical, hard-right ideological and cultural war are the corrupt duo Clarence Thomas and Leonard Leo, the chief operative for the billionaires’ scheme, who understood that if you had control of the courts you could change society even over the will of its people, and whose authoritarian machinations and misdeeds have helped drag down approval ratings for the high court. These two showed no interest in respecting the ideal held by generations of Americans in public life, namely, the importance of an independent and respected judiciary that could function as a disinterested arbiter; they went all in on the logic of mob rule, and its adage that if you have the power, you do whatever you want, including making up the law. The public noticed. By September 2022, Gallup was showing disapproval of the court at an all-time high of 58 percent, compared to a 25 percent disapproval in June 2001. Majorities of both Democrats and Republicans believed that politics guides Supreme Court decisions and that the court should be restructured to reduce political influence.

				It matters that the public has lost confidence in the integrity of the high court; over time, the constitutionally mandated role of the judiciary in dispensing impartial justice becomes untenable if a majority of the population sees the court as nakedly political and untrustworthy. We have moved as a country into very dangerous, uncharted territory. The current widely acknowledged crisis of public confidence in the high court is the inevitable result of a covert campaign of subversion against America that brought the calculated ascendance of these five Republican judges through illegitimate means. The Thomas Court, with its majority of five, all current or former practicing Catholics, imposed its will against the views of two-thirds of the American people—67 percent, according to a March 2023 Marquette University poll—in overturning Roe v. Wade.

				Dobbs was the beginning, not the end. Women of childbearing age were the first victims of this Christian Nationalist plotting but they won’t be the last. The vagaries of elections aren’t supposed to strip people of their constitutionally guaranteed rights. Thomas and his acolytes throughout the federal judiciary have it in for such rights as contraception and gay marriage. Yet moving forward, this politicized court is poised to transform America as we know it, as individual rights and liberties are purposely taken away from millions of Americans, and corporate interests are systematically advanced against the public interest. We cannot comprehend this riveting political moment, or the country’s future course as a representative democracy, until the truth behind these breathtaking plots by secretive groups, like the Federalist Society and the Opus Dei movement inside the Catholic Church, is fully revealed through a wide airing of a hidden history of the hijacking of U.S. democracy by a reactionary elite imposing its own moral and religious vision on the country at large.

				“Clarence Thomas is an outlaw and a liar,” I wrote in a 2022 Huffington Post article arguing for Thomas’s impeachment by House Democrats while they still had the power to do it. “He has not only misled the Senate, but, importantly, the public. Legal scholars have noted that the authority and legitimacy of the judicial branch, which is shielded from the whims of voters, depends on its perceived fairness, impartiality and integrity. On all these counts, Thomas fails the test. He should go.”

				Clarence Thomas and the other corrupt members of the Thomas Court probably have too much power ever to be toppled. But whether Thomas is ever impeached, as he so richly deserves, may not be the point: As calls for accountability mount, it becomes more challenging to whitewash a record so garishly packed with offenses. The stench will fuel more calls for expanding the Supreme Court, imposing term limits on its members, and the enactment of an actual code of conduct to address the growing sense that members of the high court see themselves as above the law. The pressure will likely lead to some reform, and the more pressure that can be brought to bear, and sustained, the better the chance of meaningful, consequential change.

				For me this fight is personal. I was once a young man in whom a combination of ambition and excitement for what I saw as the promise of true conservative ideals, as espoused by Ronald Reagan, led me to lose my way and commit offenses I now regret and lament. I lied for Clarence Thomas and I lied for those around him, like Mark Paoletta. I lied for a cause, a cause I believed in until at last I came to my senses. Only then could I see with painful clarity how misguided my years-long run of destruction and demolition had truly been.

				I am sorry for my role in undermining the credibility of Anita Hill, who I know deserved much better. I am sorry for others I smeared as well and I am horrified to see how far the same underhanded tactics and gambits I once aided and abetted have come, and how dangerously close we now are to seeing our fragile democracy—and our fundamental decency as a people—lost to the ash heap of history.

				And yet I also nurture a thin, flickering flame of hope. I do not, cannot, believe that there is anything so unique about me. I am no better than anyone, and perhaps also no worse. If I woke up and came to my senses, if I deprogrammed myself from a cult of abject service to a right-wing plot to remake America, then I know for a fact that others can see it as well. If I came to understand how misguided I was in working to twist the public record in service of Clarence Thomas, then others may join the cause of accountability.

				To me Clarence Thomas in the end comes across as a tragic, pathetic figure, a shell of a man, disfigured by a bitterness he could never examine enough to understand, an empty vessel ready to be filled by others, so insecure that lavish flattery to this day continues to be remarkably effective. Speaking in Arizona in 1999, Thomas told a fawning audience of self-styled conservatives that he, the man from Pin Point, Georgia, was not unlike Jesus Christ in that he had been chosen. For Thomas, the suggestion was clearly that he had been chosen by God, a sign of a dangerous fanaticism. “Divine Providence is a far better predictor than career planning,” Thomas told that Arizona dinner, “and it is only through that Providence that I am here, that indeed I am out of Georgia, and certainly that I am on the Court.”

				No, Justice Thomas, you were not chosen by God to sit on the Supreme Court. You were chosen as a tool of right-wing interests who knew how useful you could be. They knew, having studied your life, how pliable you were, like clay to be molded. You turned your back on the man who shaped you most, the grandfather who raised you, leaving seminary rather than following through on your promise to him to be a priest. You wore the uniform of the radical Black Panther Party as a student and raged with seething anger. You achieved much through your own work, overcoming your own limitations, to make it to Yale Law School and to graduate, and then played the victim card repeatedly, seeing racial slights anywhere and everywhere. Nothing was ever your fault. Not even the debacle of your Supreme Court hearing. Anita Hill came out of the darkness of your own choices, and so you sought to destroy her, and therefore to destroy the part of yourself that was decent and knew the truth about what you had done. You turned that bulwark of democracy, the nation’s highest court, into your own demented psychodrama, and have taken the rest of us along for a ride. I was there in your camp at the beginning, and I hope I have enough years left on this planet to see you meet your rightful end. I hope to be around to see you achieve the lasting ignominy you so richly deserve. I think time is on my side. What do you think? What do you have to say for yourself? Your power and your phalanx of sycophants cannot shield you forever.

				But the current ethics crisis extends beyond the egregious lapses of Clarence Thomas. The Supreme Court’s free-falling legitimacy in the eyes of the public had reached dumpster-fire levels of lurid urgency by 2024—with the potential for far graver long-term damage to the court’s legitimacy under the influence of an out-of-control Thomas Court majority seemingly set on radical action far beyond abortion. Even just a few years earlier, questions about the Supreme Court were at most limited to a handful of court watchers in journalism and academia, but the headlines going into 2024 had the general public more focused both on the stain of Supreme Court corruption and the potential for gross dereliction of duty on the part of this court. Once again, the country was warned, as in 2000, that the Supreme Court could very well step in and on the basis of raw power dynamics, not legal precedent, dictate to the American people who their president would be for the next four years. If the court had become a runway fire, it was time to reach for the fire extinguisher.
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			Chapter 1

			October 1973: Nixon’s Revenge

			On Tuesday, April 15, 1969, First Lady Pat Nixon staged a tour de force of endurance at the White House during the seventeenth annual GOP Women’s Conference in Washington. Like her husband, Richard Nixon, the onetime red-baiting California congressman elected president in 1968, Pat Nixon had an obsessive commitment to hard work. Born in Ely, Nevada, she paid for her studies at Fullerton State and then USC by working at everything from retail clerk to radiologist. That Tuesday in April 1969, she hosted 4,702 Republican “ladies” at the White House in what New York Times reporter Nan Robertson called “the biggest party held there since Andrew Jackson’s riotous Inaugural brawl in 1829. They were girdle-to-girdle in the East Room and spilled over into adjoining areas: In the press, one matron fainted and was led out for air.” There was even, Robertson added, “some ladylike shoving to see Pat Nixon and cries for ‘Tricia, Tricia!’ ” (Tricia Nixon, one of two first daughters.)

			Among the White House visitors the first lady greeted that day was a group of eighty pages led—I’m sure she was leading, even then—by twelve-year-old Virginia Lamp of Omaha, Nebraska. The pages were costumed in—try to picture this—red, white, and blue top hats, and over their white dresses they wore blue sashes emblazoned with the theme of that week’s conference: “Forward Together.”

			Forward together. I get a chill down my spine imagining the future Ginni Thomas, future wife of extreme-right Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, flown to Washington from Omaha the day before on a special charter flight, thrilling to the power of those words. Even then, one can have no doubt, she was vowing to spend her lifetime acting on them—within five years she would be back in Washington as a summer intern, inspiring this prediction in a newspaper: “Don’t be surprised if you see Virginia Lamp’s name on a ballot someday.” At Westside High School in Omaha, young Ginni was pictured as a senior in 1975 working the phones for the Republican Party, and urging other girls to organize for the GOP, this in a post-Watergate era following Nixon’s humiliation and resignation when all Republicans carried the whiff of shame. Another yearbook photo captured the future Washington power player as a cheerleader holding a shield and doing the splits with the caption, “Warrior woman: Ginni Lamp.” To a normal citizen in a democracy, the words “Forward Together” are an anodyne call to engagement. To an individual predisposed to fanaticism, both capable and willing to bend rules to her will, they are program code calling for a lifelong commitment to imposing her hard-right ideology on the rest of us.

			In my lifetime I’ve watched Nixon go from admired statesman, grinning broadly, if a little too broadly, as he swung his arms wide in 1971 to shake the hand of the leader of Communist China, Zhou Enlai, launching the adage “Only Nixon could go to China”; to a horrifically disgraced outcast, balefully shuffling toward Marine One in August 1974 when he resigned the presidency, rather than attempt to defend himself against the dirty tricks of Watergate and its cover-up; to years as a symbol of lust for power gone wrong, of the age-old truth that absolute power corrupts absolutely, an international outcast whose Christmas bombing of Cambodia during the Vietnam War was increasingly seen as a war crime; to a slow, partial rehabilitation, through penning thoughtful volume after thoughtful volume in his San Clemente mansion in Southern California with its view of the Pacific Ocean; to, most astonishingly, over the past decade or two, something like total erasure, or excision, from U.S. collective memory. Trump henchman Roger Stone, who had a massive and decisive role in plotting the January 6, 2021, attempted short-circuiting of democracy, proudly wears a tattoo of Nixon, a fact too often dismissed as a kind of sick joke, but in fact the joke is on all of us: The legacy of Nixon’s willingness to inject a sickness and depravity into the heart of American politics haunts us to this day in ways large and small. The particulars need to be revisited, and need to be retold, as a warning, again and again.

			To put the influence of Nixon in context, it’s worth focusing on the seminal impact of his so-called Law and Order campaign of 1968, in which the man who lost to John F. Kennedy in 1960, trying to play by the rules, resorted to early dog-whistle politics. Nixon was not subtle in appealing to racists and reactionaries, seeking to make the most of the chaos of the times, including the April 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., the June 1968 murder of my hero Bobby Kennedy in California, and the August 1968 eruption of crude violence outside of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, with its memorable footage of police clubbing protesters.

			To contemporary readers, the former Rolling Stone journalist Hunter S. Thompson is mostly known as a rowdy, self-parodying partier played by Johnny Depp in the film version of his book Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. In the 1960s, Thompson made his name as an acute observer of Nixon. “It is Nixon himself who represents that dark, venal and incurably violent side of the American character that almost every country in the world has learned to fear and despise,” Thompson wrote during the Nixon presidency. “Our Barbie-doll President, with his Barbie-doll wife and his boxful of Barbie-doll children, is also America’s answer to the monstrous Mr. Hyde. He speaks for the Werewolf in us; the bully, the predatory shyster who turns into something unspeakable, full of claws and bleeding string-warts on nights when the moon comes too close.”

			Nixon’s 1968 election as president represented a broader mobilization of reactionary elements who viewed the progress of the Civil Rights Movement and the social experimentation of the 1960s with the open horror of those who fear that which they do not understand. Nixon was famously square. He was uptight and uncool. And he was fake: His stiff, ingratiating manner bespoke a façade pasted on to convince those willing to be too easily convinced, all in the service of darker motives. Nixon was an avatar of going overboard on pushing back against the perceived freedom of the 1960s counterculture, and not for any good reason, except fear, self-hatred, and unchecked power lust. He helped open the gates to a broader mobilization of reactionary elements, who saw in the 1960s social movements a potential threat to their own privilege and monopoly on power, which required holding others down.
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			When Eugene B. Sydnor Jr. of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce approached his neighbor and friend in Richmond, Virginia, corporate lawyer Lewis F. Powell Jr., with an ambitious request in 1971, during Nixon’s first term, it hardly seemed the conditions were ripe for a momentous document that would reshape the American right and with it American politics as a whole. The Chamber of Commerce is not generally thought of as a revolutionary organization, and Powell’s career to that point seemed devoted to being a stalwart of the American Bar Association, a civic activist in his local community, and to making a healthy living in corporate law focused on mergers and acquisitions and defending Big Tobacco.

			If Americans remember Powell at all, it is likely as a courtly, bespectacled old-school conservative justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, to which he would soon be appointed by Nixon. But first there was an urgent task at hand. The assignment was for Powell to take the substance of conversations Powell and Sydnor had been having and write it all up into a memo, marked “CONFIDENTIAL,” outlining an aggressive, some might say radical, plan to mobilize vast resources on behalf of American business interests in response to perceived and actual attacks from the political left. Sydnor likely got more than he bargained for.

			Powell’s anticommunist, anti–New Deal salvo was blunt about being a sweeping response to the protest movements of the 1960s surrounding women’s rights, consumer rights, and the Vietnam War. Powell had been chosen to tour the Soviet Union in 1958 and write up a twenty-four-page report for the American Bar Association on Soviet legal and educational institutions. He seemed to be writing with honest emotion in pushing the paranoid fear of the “destruction” of American free enterprise in the face of growing anticorporate sentiment. “No thoughtful person can question that the American economic system is under broad attack,” Powell’s thirty-three-page memo began. “We are not dealing with episodic or isolated attacks from a relatively few extremists or even from the minority socialist cadre. Rather the assault on the enterprise system is broadly based and consistently pursued. It is gaining momentum and converts.”

			Powell’s memo identified the ultimate threat to the U.S. way of life not as Soviet Russia, Communist China, or Fidel Castro’s Cuba—but Ralph Nader, who, Powell explained had the gall to speak out against corporate executives for, as explained in a Fortune magazine article, “defrauding the consumer with shoddy merchandise, poisoning the food supply with chemical additives, and willfully manufacturing unsafe products that will maim or kill the buyer.” Also high on Powell’s list of villains: Charles Reich of Yale, author of The Greening of America, a totem of the 1960s counterculture.

			Having identified the enemies, Powell appealed: “The time has come—indeed it is long overdue—for the wisdom, ingenuity and resources of American business to be marshaled against those who would destroy it…the enterprise system tolerates, if not participates in, its own destruction.” A good deal of the memo spells out Powell’s concerns with the liberal tilt of college campuses and national media outlets. Powell recommends “balancing of faculties,” “equal time” for conservative speakers, and, more ominously, the monitoring of textbooks and media reports for ideological deviance from the conservative line. “Monitoring,” as in censoring.

			Powell was going all in. In reaction to the onslaught, he recommended building long-term infrastructure to advance business interests. “Strength lies in organization, in careful long-range planning and implementation, in consistency of action over an indefinite period of years, in the scale of financing available only through united action and national organizations,” he wrote. Powell prescribed nothing less than a massive propaganda effort in defense of the interests of the business community and right-wing political forces. The liberal establishment would be challenged, met, and ultimately defeated by a new conservative counter-establishment. On the one hand, Powell argued, the right needed to build and fund its own alternative think tanks, advocacy organizations, media outlets, watchdogs, and academic beachheads to get out the word, while on the other hand infiltrating mainstream elite institutions—academia, media, mainline business organizations—with right-wing propaganda. Confrontation was the watchword.

			Powell’s sentiments about the judiciary merit special attention. In particular, Powell argued that business’s battles should be fought in the courts. In what would become an influential passage under the headline “Neglected Opportunity in the Courts,” Powell sounded the alarm that it was time to dramatically step up “exploiting judicial action” for years to come. “Under our constitutional system, the judiciary may be the most important instrument for social, economic and political change,” he wrote. “Other organizations and groups, recognizing this, have been far more astute in exploiting judicial action than American business…. Labor unions, civil rights groups and now the public interest law firms are extremely active in the judicial arena. Their success, often at business’s expense, has not been inconsequential.”

			Democratic senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island, as astute an observer of the courts as there is in American politics, sees Powell’s hidden hand in the court-packing scheme of the organized right. As the senator explained in a May 2021 Senate floor speech, “The battle lines were drawn. Indeed, the language in the Powell report is the language of battle: ‘attack,’ ‘frontal assault,’ ‘rifle shots,’ ‘warfare.’ The recommendations are to end compromise and appeasement…. The secret report…may have launched the scheme to capture the Court.”

			The Powell Memo, very much a product of the Nixon years, quietly ushered in a distinctly different era of organizing on behalf of the American right. The memo resonated with its intended audience. Scholars have documented that in the wake of the memo, right-wing funders and business interests stepped up to Powell’s challenge and tens of millions of dollars quietly began to flow into such efforts to build infrastructure, independent of the unreliable Republican Party, in a wholesale reorientation of conservative philanthropy. The memo’s essentially radical nature, couched in the blandness of its Chamber of Commerce context, would unleash a fervent strain of extremism that, coupled with the allocation of resources to build mostly anonymously funded institutions that could develop ideas and talking points, such as the Heritage Foundation think tank and the Federalist Society, would power the effort to transform the court and with it the character of American life.

			It’s taken years of prodigious research to identify these core donors. Early funders of the right-wing network—motivated by an antitax, antigovernment ideology—included the Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, an electronic parts fortune out of Milwaukee; the Sarah Scaife Foundation, created by the parents of Pittsburgh banker Richard Mellon Scaife; the Searle Freedom Trust, money from the sale of G. D. Searle, the pharmaceutical giant; and the Charles Koch Foundation, established from the personal fortune of Charles Koch of Koch Industries, a multinational conglomerate. For these and other donors on the right, this was less about philanthropy in the traditional sense and more akin to a business proposition. Their self-interested investments—including in the capture of the courts—helped their bottom line.

			Two months after the memo was complete, Nixon appointed Powell to the U.S. Supreme Court. Nixon had campaigned on appointing pro-business, law-and-order judges who would strictly interpret the law, and he sought out a white Southerner as part of his Southern Strategy to polarize racial issues and attract white votes. Powell didn’t disappoint, becoming a reliable conservative vote on the court led by Chief Justice Warren Burger. Powell ruled in favor of the death penalty, struck down affirmative action programs, and upheld sodomy laws. One deviation from the conservative line came on abortion, as Powell joined the 7–2 majority decision in Roe, apparently stemming from an incident during his tenure at his Richmond firm, when the girlfriend of one of Powell’s office staff bled to death from an illegal self-induced abortion.

			Powell had previously declined a Nixon invitation to join the high court two years earlier, not wanting to take a pay cut from his lucrative law practice and thinking his background in corporate law ill-prepared him to adjudicate the complex cases that would come before the court. But in 1971 he agreed, now believing that taking the post was his public civic duty. What had changed? Perhaps a newfound sense of purpose and clarity of mission he felt having articulated his strong feelings in the Chamber memo. We don’t know if Nixon’s vetters saw Powell’s memo. The Senate did not. According to a column running in The Washington Post shortly after Powell’s confirmation, Jack Anderson, remarking on the memo’s “militant” tone, reported, “Senators, therefore, never got a chance to ask Powell whether he might use his position on the Supreme Court to put his ideas into practice and to influence the court on behalf of business interests.”

			In fact, once on the court, Powell did just that, playing an important role in paving the way for business interests to fund political activities. In a series of decisions on money in politics in the 1970s and 1980s, Powell wrote or joined majority opinions that chipped away at the government’s ability to restrict political spending, allowing unlimited amounts of unregulated and often untraceable corporate money to pour into the political system. In effect, Powell wrote the plan of attack and then paved the way for its implementation.

			As Sheldon Whitehouse connected the dots in a Senate floor speech decades later:

			
				In his years on the Court, Lewis Powell made good on the secret recommendations that he had made to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce five months before joining the Court. He showed that “an activist-minded Supreme Court”—his words—could be that “important instrument for social, economic and political change”—his words—that he had proposed. He opened a lane for unlimited money into politics, enabling what his secret report had called “the scale of financing available only through joint effort.” He bulldozed aside bars on corporate spending in politics so corporations could deploy, just as his report had urged, “whatever degree of pressure—publicly and privately—may be necessary.” And he allowed advocacy organizations to spend their treasuries in politics, opening the way for the “organization,” “joint effort,” and “united action” he had called for in his report through “national organizations.”

			

			The plan of action was apparent. All that was needed was the personnel, the foot soldiers, to push this reactionary movement forward. The Nixon White House, channeling the fervid power of the scheming and devious imagination of the Top Man himself, proved to be a breeding ground for new strains of political perversion, all dressed up as respectable, whose influence and pathology would play out over decades.
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			Flash back to Saturday afternoon, October 20, 1973, when the famous special prosecutor of the day, Archibald Cox, appointed by Attorney General Elliot Richardson to investigate the June 1972 Watergate break-in, stepped in front of TV cameras at the National Press Club in Washington. Cox was there to explain why he was holding his ground in a standoff with President Nixon. The president was resisting a Cox subpoena to surrender nine taped conversations Nixon had made at the White House. Cox announced he would call for a court order to enforce the subpoena.

			“I don’t feel defiant,” Cox said. “In fact, I told my wife this morning I hate a fight. Some things I feel very deeply about are at stake…. I am certainly not out to get the President of the United States.”

			At the White House, Cox’s remarks were seen as “insubordination.” White House chief of staff Alexander Haig, who would memorably reappear on the national stage when Ronald Reagan was shot, called Richardson and told him to fire Cox.

			“Well, I can’t do that,” Richardson said. “I guess I’d better come over and resign.”

			That put Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus in charge. He, too, was asked to fire Cox, and resisted on principle. “Your Commander-in-Chief has given you an order!” Haig scolded him. Ruckelshaus was writing out his resignation letter when the White House beat him to the punch and dismissed him.

			The two departures meant the next man in line was the solicitor general of the United States, forty-six-year-old Robert Bork, a flamboyantly ideological former Yale Law School professor (whose first appearance in The New York Times came in a May 1970 article headlined “Free Enterprise Radicals Score Federal Control”). The White House sent a limousine to fetch Bork and bring him over to be sworn in as acting attorney general, a position he would hold for more than two months.

			Bork, highly ambitious but in no way stupid, had an inkling of how bad it would look to be the one to fire Cox after two others had refused. “I was thinking of resigning,” Bork insisted in an interview later in 1972, but added, “not out of moral considerations. I did not want to be perceived as a man who did the President’s bidding to save my job.” Bork, however, did the president’s bidding, allowing Nixon to place himself above the law, and fired Cox. “I had some time to think about it since,” Bork insisted in 1972. “I think I did the right thing.”

			Nixon praised Bork as one of the “best” men at the Justice Department and, according to Bork’s memoir, offered to appoint him to the Supreme Court as a reward for his loyalty. Nixon, of course, didn’t last long enough in office to make good on the promise. Bork soldiered on, working in the Nixon Justice Department with two brilliant lawyers who, along with Bork, would go on to be the key movers behind the Federalist Society, the group that would be founded in 1982 by law students, and whose organizing of right-wing lawyers on college campuses, and later nationally, would move the nation’s courts decisively to the right. Bork’s compatriots were Harvard Law School graduates Laurence Silberman, who was appointed assistant attorney general by Nixon in 1974, and Antonin Scalia, recruited into the administration by Silberman, who served in the influential Office of Legal Counsel at Justice. Within a decade, all three would be elevated to the federal bench by Ronald Reagan.

			When Nixon resigned and Gerald Ford assumed the presidency, the group stayed on, working closely with a former legislative aide to Kentucky senator Marlow Cook: Mitch McConnell. As McConnell tells the story, he watched and learned. “I would have found my job wholly unsatisfying if it weren’t for the chance to encounter, above the stacks of paper, some of the nation’s best conservative minds—Robert Bork, Laurence Silberman, Antonin Scalia—legal luminaries who were all serving in the department at the time,” McConnell gushed in his memoir, The Long Game. “We’d hold nearly daily staff meetings, where I’d get a chance to hear them speak. As a younger guy who felt as if I knew nothing about the law, I never opened my mouth. At the time, knowing squat about most legal matters, feeling as if I’d escaped the purgatory of practicing law, I was lucky to be in their presence.”

			McConnell would emerge four decades later as the most consequential Republican Senate leader in generations. As the legislative partner to the Federalist Society, McConnell would use his position as majority leader to cover up controversies and bend Senate rules like a pretzel to jam through the confirmations of one-third of the current Supreme Court. This, McConnell believed, would be his legacy. Court control would get the organized right the “kind of America we want,” McConnell said.

			It’s fascinating to consider what lessons these appointees—especially the wounded Bork, perhaps less so the impressionable Ford guy, McConnell—were teaching each other about power, how to wield it, how to maintain it. In their later broadsides against the
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