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INTRODUCTION


In the early morning hours of January 7, 2021, I got home from my overnight shift at CNN’s New York bureau, hung up my face mask, and went straight for my journal. It was—and is—how I best make sense of things.

As I wrote, I began to process what we’d all seen on our screens: thousands of armed American civilians besieging their own Capitol building. A president inciting them to violence. That same president clinging to power like a fascist autocrat. I kept circling back to one persistent thought:

“It’s hard to believe it was real and not some make-believe movie scene,” I wrote. “But at the same time, nothing about this is shocking. We knew this was coming. It was literally scheduled.” On December 19, President Trump had announced that a “wild” protest would take place on the day Congress was to certify the electoral college votes: January 6.

I’d felt this way only once before. Three and a half years earlier, on August 12, 2017, hordes of armed white supremacists had taken to the streets of my adopted hometown of Charlottesville, Virginia. We’d known that was coming, too. The hate groups had scheduled that rally weeks ahead of time, ostensibly over the removal of a Confederate statue. As the rally date approached, antiracist activists had pointed city officials and local law enforcement to the specific and credible threats that these extremists were making online. Yet the city had failed to listen, prepare, or protect their citizens. I tell this story at length in my previous book, 24 Hours in Charlottesville. The inactions of those in power allowed a white supremacist protestor to murder an antiracist counter-protestor, Heather Heyer.

We as a nation did not learn our lesson from that tragedy. President Trump had responded to it by claiming there were “some very fine people on both sides” in the streets of Charlottesville, and during the rest of his first term, the threat posed by the far right and white supremacists only increased. It often felt like a runaway train—we could see that we were heading for disaster, yet we were unable to stop it. Shortly after January 6, 2021, I wrote in another journal entry: “Where are the adults? Who do we call when it’s the president?” (I laugh now at my naivete: I understand now that there is nobody to call, and that we the citizens are the adults in the room.)

In the years since, many commentators have offered their version of the January 6 story. Too often, it is told as a self-contained arc: It begins in the months leading up to the 2020 election, with Trump seeding suspicions that voting would be “rigged” against him. It escalates with Trump’s attempts to invalidate the results once President Biden won, and it culminates with the insurrection at the Capitol. This is the story of “Stop the Steal.” But in reality, the story of January 6 begins all the way back in Charlottesville in 2017.

“We will never be able to unsee what I saw in Charlottesville, nor will I be able to unsee the aftermath watching these groups grow,” antiracist counter-protestor Constance Paige Young told me. “For a lot of people, it was like this big fuss around like, ‘Oh, Trump is so terrible and Trump is so bad.’ And it’s like, sure. We all understand that. However, there are these movements that are growing in real time that are very real and extremely dangerous. And somehow Trump is legitimizing them.”

Activists like Young watched in horror as the 2020 election approached, and then with an eerie sense of déjà vu in the weeks ahead of January 6, 2021.

“If you lived in Charlottesville, you didn’t see these things as disparate events. You saw it all as one movement, all sort of one trajectory, one timeline,” another Charlottesville-based antiracist activist told me. “You started to see the exact same storm clouds gathering, for lack of a better term. It was like we were seeing the same lead-up that happened before August 12th[, 2017]. We kept saying, ‘They’re coming to town, they’re gathering, they’re planning something. There’s going to be a larger event here. There’s going to be a culmination that is going to be violent and dangerous. ‘“

And so the attack on January 6 was both shocking and not at all surprising. It was the fault of one man—Donald Trump—and also encompassed a growing extremist movement.

Jacob Glick, investigative counsel for the House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol, summarized it well. To create the conditions leading to January 6, he told me, “You need the paramilitary movement to exist. You need the white power movement to exist. But you also need Donald Trump to be seen as an ally. And you also need Donald Trump as that ally to tell them to do something. And without all of those things happening, January 6th wouldn’t have happened.”

The opening three chapters of this book will tell that story of how January 6 was years in the making. The rest of the book will reconstruct the twenty-four hours of January 6 itself—a day that has gained even more significance since Trump won a second term in 2024. Many of the witnesses I interviewed see January 6 as the turning point that wasn’t: a moment in which the American people could have demanded accountability from the man responsible for an armed insurrection on our own Capitol. And briefly, it seemed possible. Congress convened the House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack, which released a final report on December 22, 2022, ascribing primary responsibility for the attack to Donald Trump. And the Department of Justice pursued charges against more than 1,200 rioters, sending many to prison. But in the long run, accountability has been hard to find. In 2024, the public went on to reelect Trump with millions more votes than he received the first time. After that victory, special counsel Jack Smith—who had been appointed by Attorney General Merrick Garland to investigate Trump’s role in the insurrection—dismissed the charges against the president, knowing that he would claim presidential immunity once he was back in office.

Much like my previous book, this narrative will tell the story through the voices of the people who were actually there. Their quotes have been condensed and edited for clarity and flow. I’ve removed many filler words, including “um,” “like,” and “you know.” I have at times edited quotations for clarification. I have also granted anonymity to a few sources who feared retribution, be it from the far right or from employers. In some cases, I gave a source a pseudonym (e.g., Jane, Larry, etc.), and in other cases, the source allowed me to use their real initials.

I chose not to interview any of the rioters who stormed the Capitol. Best practices in combatting the rise of hate groups include not conducting new interviews with their members—such interviews could be repurposed as propaganda or held up as a sign of legitimacy. I am still able to tell their story in their own words due to the work of the congressional January 6 select committee, which did interview insurrectionists and made the transcripts and sometimes recordings available. The insurrectionists are also quoted in the tens of thousands of pages of court documents, which include some of their private communications and messages. Already, many of these documents—once freely available online—have been taken down by the Trump administration, making books like this one even more important. I am indebted to two organizations for granting me permission to quote from their own collected oral histories of January 6: the United States Capitol Historical Society, a consortium of historical institutions in Washington, DC; and Co-Equal, a Washington, DC, nonprofit dedicated to preserving Congress as a co-equal branch of government. I thank them for the work they have also done in preserving the stories of this historic day and am grateful for their permission to access their recordings. I am also incredibly grateful to the many individual sources who were at the Capitol on January 6 and were willing to share with me their time-stamped text messages, photos, and videos—including raw and unpublished material from photojournalists—so I could better reconstruct the day.

Finally, I am incredibly grateful to the interviewees who trusted me enough to retell and relive what was for many of them one of the most traumatic days of their lives. I take seriously the weight of what I am asking them to do in these interviews. Sometimes I don’t even know how difficult it is for people to speak to me. When I reached out to photojournalist Jason Andrew, he responded quickly with what seemed like an easy yes. But weeks later, as we wound down an intensely emotional interview that had lasted for more than two hours, he told me what receiving my initial request had been like.

“I mean, when I got the email from you, I was on an assignment and I was up in New York,” he said. “And I literally called my wife crying. I was like, ‘I can’t do this.’ And she was like, ‘you don’t have to.’“ They talked through the decision, and ultimately Jason chose to speak to me in hopes that it would help him to process the experience more thoroughly.

Many people decided not to speak to me, and others simply did not respond to my emails. I have the utmost respect for their decisions. And I know there are even more people out there—both in Washington, DC, and around the country—who likely would have spoken to me if I’d asked, but there was simply no way to interview everyone. In that way, this book is just a sampling of experiences; I know that there are many more stories out there.
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PART ONE

“A YEAR IN THE MAKING”








CHAPTER 1

“IT’S TIME FOR FUCKING WAR IF THEY STEAL THIS SHIT”


SANDEEP PRASANNA, investigative counsel for the House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol: It wasn’t a secret that hundreds of thousands of people were coming to DC January 6th because Trump called them all there. What was surprising to most people was what happened after that.

LOUIE PALU, freelance photojournalist on assignment for National Geographic: January 6th was a year in the making.

JACOB WARE, Council on Foreign Relations research fellow: There were a lot of warning signs.

2019

HANNAH ALLAM, NPR reporter: The chatter just became increasingly violent online. And these “Stop the Steal” groups, other sort of self-described patriot groups—you know, just sort of this right-wing soup.1

JACOB WARE: 2019 is really the year where those of us who were working in counterterrorism, or far-right terrorism specifically, realized that we were kind of in an emergency situation. We’d seen the warning signs, we had seen violence, but things spiraled out of control all of a sudden.

MARY MCCORD, executive director of the Institute for Constitutional Advocacy and Protection at Georgetown University: In 2019, during the first impeachment, Trump starts retweeting things about this is going to be a “hot civil war.”

DONALD TRUMP VIA TWITTER, SEPTEMBER 29, 2019: If the Democrats are successful in removing the President from office (which they will never be), it will cause a Civil War like fracture in this Nation from which our Country will never heal.2

MARY MCCORD: That’s when you first started seeing militias and in particular Oath Keepers saying, raising their hands, “Hey, we are here for you, Trump, to basically be your military if you need your own military.”

OATH KEEPERS VIA TWITTER: This is the truth. This is where we are. We ARE on the verge of a HOT civil war.3

MARY MCCORD: And so this notion of a president actually deputizing or calling forth an unlawful, unauthorized private militia starts kind of creeping into at least—I’m not saying everybody was paying attention to this—but I mean it starts creeping into something that you’ve got to be paying attention to if you’re worried about the power of militias.

2020

That creeping concern only grew when the COVID-19 pandemic started.

JACOB GLICK, investigative counsel for the House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol: Trump immediately embraced vigilante activity in 2020, particularly around COVID lockdowns.

DAVID BUTOW, freelance photojournalist: That context, we’ve sort of forgotten about it, but it’s very important.

MARY MCCORD: So then you have, of course, Trump being very opposed to governors’ shutdown orders. And again, he used words that were very much a permission structure, right? When he said, “Liberate Minnesota, liberate Michigan, liberate Virginia,” tweeted those things. And that’s really, I think, a pretty thinly veiled call to arms.

DONALD TRUMP VIA TWITTER, APRIL 17, 2020: LIBERATE MINNESOTA!4

DONALD TRUMP VIA TWITTER: LIBERATE MICHIGAN!5

DONALD TRUMP VIA TWITTER: LIBERATE VIRGINIA, and save your great 2nd Amendment. It is under siege!6

MARY MCCORD: And that’s the way the militias saw it, right?

FACEBOOK POST IN A FAR-RIGHT GROUP UNCOVERED BY RESEARCHERS: This Has Been A Long Time Coming: Stand-By For Instruction7

TELEGRAM MESSAGE FROM A FAR-RIGHT ADHERENT: [Trump] did just say you can start shooting and hanging your state politicians8

MARY MCCORD: And that’s when we saw armed assaults on the State House in Lansing, Michigan, and in multiple other places.

APRIL 30, 2020

LANSING, MICHIGAN

Like governors of forty-two other states and territories,9 Gov. Gretchen Whitmer issued a stay-at-home order in an effort to stop the spread of COVID. In response, about eight hundred anti-lockdown protesters swarmed the Michigan State Capitol in an organized action they called the American Patriot Rally.

PROTESTERS: Tyrants get the rope!10

PROTESTERS: Make treason punishable by hanging!11

Inside the state capitol, which is open to the public, protesters demanded entry into the House of Representatives’ chamber.

PROTESTERS: Let us in!12

PROTESTERS: Tyranny!13

MICHIGAN STATE SENATOR DAYNA POLEHANKI VIA TWITTER: Directly above me, men with rifles yelling at us. Some of my colleagues who own bullet proof vests are wearing them.14

The protesters were allowed to stay and watch the proceedings. Only one “highly-intoxicated” person was arrested, according to the Detroit News.15

THE NEW YORK TIMES: A handful of them, wearing camouflage fatigues with semi-automatic rifles slung over their shoulders, watched ominously from the gallery above the Senate chamber as the elected officials did their work.16

AMY COOTER, militia and extremism expert, Middlebury College: Given the general lack of consequences … this becomes normalized and legitimate and made it easier to scale up.17

MARY MCCORD: And then add to that the murder of George Floyd [on May 25] … racial justice protests kicking off all across the country.

ALAN CHIN, freelance photojournalist on assignment for Business Insider: In Portland, in Richmond, in New York City, in Philadelphia, in Atlanta. I mean, in Louisville, Kentucky. I’m just listing the number of cities I was in 2020 where I was at different protests and rallies, some of which turned violent to one degree or another.

ADAM GRAY, freelance photojournalist on assignment for the Daily Mail: I’d been working with a group of journalists the whole year. We were always working in the groove. We’d watched each other’s backs. It was really nonstop. We’d been driving around the country, we’d been reacting—you know, there would be a Proud Boy protest, or the police would kill someone somewhere, and we would go and we’d be there the next day or the same day, depending on how far it was.

MARK PETERSON, freelance photojournalist on assignment for the New York Times: You saw a lot of the Proud Boys at a lot of those demonstrations, the antivaccine demonstrations and that. So there was a connection and they saw it as a way to attack the “woke” mentality.

JACOB GLICK: Once you got to the Black Lives Matter [BLM] protests, there was a sense that Trump’s enemies were also enemies of these paramilitary organizations.

ADAM GRAY: And then the two things started to come together. People from lockdown protests would then start countering the BLM protests.

SUMMER 2020

In the days after George Floyd’s murder, antiracist groups held protests near the White House, on Lafayette Square, and on the newly created adjoining Black Lives Matter Plaza. The Metropolitan Police—the police force of Washington, DC—were dispatched to the site daily.

CONSTANCE PAIGE YOUNG, activist: The militarized police, they had long guns. Sometimes it felt like we were just waiting on a massacre.

DANIEL HODGES, DC Metropolitan Police officer: 2020 was just constant protests and riots and stuff like that, so we were activated all the time.

LOUIE PALU: It kept escalating every night. I think law enforcement felt like, “This is the White House and no one can do this in front of the White House. We can’t have the perimeter of the White House breached.” [Every night] I could feel the anger in the crowd, and it was combined with what was happening in the world. People weren’t going to take it anymore. That’s how it felt.

The nightly protests continued until June 1, when police aggressively cleared all protesters from Lafayette Square—regardless of affiliation or actions—to make room for a photo op for President Trump.

STEPHEN VOSS, freelance photojournalist on assignment for Politico: No one in the crowd knew what was happening.

LOUIE PALU: I got hit by a couple of rubber pellets. They hurt a lot. There was so much tear gas [that] it looked like the set for a haunted movie.

Suddenly there’s a line of horses. And I know when horses show up, it’s not good. That means they’re going to clear. So all these horses start charging, everybody panics and runs and the police chase them and they’re hitting people, journalists, everything. And I’m like, What the hell’s going on here?

CONSTANCE PAIGE YOUNG: It was just really fucking scary, honestly. It was just pretty terrifying. It was terrifying.

GINI GERBASI, EPISCOPAL PASTOR VIA FACEBOOK: We were literally DRIVEN OFF of … Lafayette Square patio with tear gas and concussion grenades and police in full riot gear.18

STEPHEN VOSS: And then only as I had pulled back, a friend of mine in the White House texted me saying, the president’s coming out. And I was like, Oh, that’s why we’re being cleared. I had no idea. But that was very unexpected, very, very sudden.

AUGUST 2, 2020

DONALD TRUMP, IN AN OHIO CAMPAIGN SPEECH: I’m afraid the election is going to be rigged, I have to be honest.19

JACOB WARE: The big thing that was causing alarm was the claims of electoral fraud, the pre-bunking, right? It unlocks a confirmation bias. If you’ve already said that it’s stolen, then when you then lose the election and you claim that it was stolen, people don’t look at you as a sore loser. They look at you as psychic.

MARY MCCORD: He’s starting to seed the false narrative. It builds throughout the election season. You layer that on top of what is already an escalating involvement of militias in our civic life, it was the granddaddy dog whistle really of them all, right? What’s happened here has been a fraudulent election and we need to do something about it.

SEPTEMBER 29, 2020

With Proud Boys across the country holding widely covered protests against both the lockdowns and Black Lives Matter, FOX anchor Chris Wallace asked President Trump during a presidential debate to condemn the group.

CHRIS WALLACE, FOX ANCHOR: Are you willing, tonight, to condemn white supremacists and militia groups and to say that they need to stand down and not add to the violence …?

DONALD TRUMP: You want to call them? What do you want to call them? Give me a name, give me a name, go ahead—who would you like me to condemn?

CHRIS WALLACE: White supremacists, white supremacists and right-wing militia.

DONALD TRUMP: Proud Boys, stand back and stand by. But I’ll tell you what: somebody’s got to do something about Antifa and the left. Because this is not a right-wing problem—this is a left-wing problem.20

JACOB WARE: The Proud Boys Telegram channel blew up. They took it as an instruction.

PARLER MESSAGE BY JOSEPH BIGGS, PROUD BOY: Trump basically said to go fuck them up! This makes me so happy.21

TELEGRAM MESSAGE BY A PROUD BOY: Leftist fags are seething right now lol. It’s glorious.22

TELEGRAM MESSAGE BY ANOTHER PROUD BOY: Standing down and standing by sir. 23

MARK PETERSON: He was telling them what to do. To be ready to be his vanguard when he would call them up.

JEREMY BERTINO, Proud Boy: I was in awe. We reveled in it for a little bit. You know, like, holy crap, the President just mentioned us… . And then there were thousands and thousands of thousands of emails every day [from people] about wanting to join.24

President Trump faced no consequences for his statement.

LOUIE PALU: I mean, you can’t even write that in a script for a movie where some fascist, right-wing comic character says that he basically tells a right-wing paramilitary group of a gang to, “Hey, just don’t do anything but be ready when I call you.” And nothing happens!

MARY MCCORD: So that’s the sort of stew we’re in as we’re coming into the 2020 election.

NOVEMBER 4, 2020
ELECTION NIGHT

By 2 a.m., the race still had not been called. Multiple states were still counting the unusually high number of mail-in ballots that had been sent in due to the pandemic. President Trump nonetheless declared victory while also continuing to spout electoral fraud theories.

DONALD TRUMP, IN A SPEECH FROM THE EAST ROOM IN THE WHITE HOUSE: This is a fraud on the American public… . Frankly, we did win this election.

Right-wing extremists immediately responded to his statement online.

POST BY JOSEPH BIGGS, PROUD BOY, NOVEMBER 5, 2020: It’s time for fucking War if they steal this shit25

A group of Oath Keepers started a private group chat on the secure messaging app Signal. It was called “Leadership intel sharing.”

MESSAGE FROM STEWART RHODES, OATH KEEPERS FOUNDER, TO OATH KEEPERS’ LEADERSHIP INTEL SHARING, NOVEMBER 5, 2020: We aren’t getting through this without a civil war. Too late for that. Prepare your mind, body, spirit. 26

NOVEMBER 7

Joe Biden was officially declared the winner of the election.

VICE PRESIDENT MIKE PENCE VIA TWITTER, NOVEMBER 9, 2020: It ain’t over til it’s over … and this AIN’T over!27

PRIVATE SIGNAL MESSAGE FROM STEWART RHODES TO LEADERSHIP INTEL SHARING, NOVEMBER 7, 2020: We must now do what the people of Serbia did when Milosevic stole their election. Refuse to accept it and march en-mass on the nation’s Capitol.28

ALAN CHIN: I kind of knew, like, okay, what’s going to happen next?
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CHAPTER 2

“WILL BE WILD”


Immediately after Election Day, Trump supporters and militia groups began planning a series of “Stop the Steal” rallies in DC.

JANE, staff photojournalist for a major mainstream outlet: “Stop the Steal”—it was a movement. You could watch it building all this momentum on Twitter, on social media, in chat rooms.

Trump was upset with anybody, any outlet that was pushing back on his belief that he had won the election. And so he was pushing his followers underground to kind of a closed media ecosystem, from FOX News to OANN to Newsmax, and then even off Twitter to Parler.

If you look at that timeline, it was probably one of the biggest, most accelerated mass radicalization events, because all these people are suddenly in this space, Parler. That’s where they were openly talking about all this violence that they were planning on committing. They were giving each other pointers about what kind of things they could bring that were still legal, like wasp spray, for example, that would fuck people up.

They informally named the rallies after the “Make America Great Again” acronym.

ALAN CHIN, freelance photojournalist on assignment for Business Insider: “MAGA 1” was in November.

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 14: MAGA 1

ALAN CHIN: The daytime protest was pretty much what we had come to expect.

LOUIE PALU, freelance photojournalist on assignment for National Geographic: There were thousands of people there. I could tell no one cared that everybody said the election was not stolen. They’re like, “No, it was stolen.”

As I walked down to Pennsylvania Avenue, it was just thousands of people with flags and banners and the chanting. And I know people don’t like it when people liken it to the ‘30s in Germany. But it felt like Nuremberg, like it was ominous and dark. It felt so nationalistic in such an extreme right manner that it kind of frightened me.

The crowd was a mix of mainstream Trump supporters, far-right hate groups, and militias.

DAVID BUTOW, freelance photojournalist: There were the Proud Boys, and you could see they’re the ones wearing yellow somewhere, and a lot of them had their combat vests on.

LOUIE PALU: Oath Keepers were a little more subtle—Proud Boys were not. I’m like, Wow, that’s like a lot of Proud Boys. I remember seeing the “Stand Back and Stand By” shirts. A lot of the Proud Boys were wearing those.

According to multiple reports, President Trump asked his US Secret Service (USSS) motorcade to drive by the protest on his way to his golf course.

STEVEN SUND, chief of the US Capitol Police: In a highly unusual maneuver, President Trump had the USSS drive his motorcade through the thick crowd of supporters gathered around Freedom Plaza.1

The supporters cheered loudly.

CHIEF SUND: I can only imagine the “pucker factor” that the Secret Service agents were experiencing as they made this drive and as the motorcade was being rushed and surrounded by hundreds of unscreened individuals.2

DAVID BUTOW: The fact that here’s the sitting president contesting the results of the election and trying to energize his supporters to show up for something like that was just—I’d never heard of anything like that ever happening in the United States before.

During the day, the protest stayed mostly peaceful. But then, night fell. Proud Boys and other militia members began to fight leftist counterdemonstrators in the street.

ADAM GRAY, freelance photojournalist on assignment for the Daily Mail: The violence kind of always came at night.

SANDI BACHOM, filmmaker: At night when the sun goes down, there’s skirmishes.

LOUIE PALU: And there were all these pitched street battles all over down-town DC. It was like ‘30s Germany, like the Marxists against the fascists. The protesters had ax handles, they had helmets on, and they all wore body armor like a uniform with their Proud Boy hat, their Proud Boy patch, that kind of thing. Very militaristic. And all the police were doing was trying to keep them separated.

EVY MAGES, Washingtonian photojournalist: I was shocked that the Proud Boys could, undisturbed, roam through downtown Washington, DC. It was shocking. It was shocking. Nobody was holding them back. There was no kind of accountability. I’m from Austria. So it definitely reminded me of Nazis. I mean, not the discipline or anything, but just they had the ear of the president! It was dangerous.

LOUIE PALU: I guess some people got arrested, some people got hurt. I took some photos and I thought, Oh, okay, here we are. This is over. Then they plan another protest.

DECEMBER 12: MAGA 2

LOUIE PALU: This time it’s less of just the general protesters and way more of the paramilitary-looking guys.

JACOB GLICK, investigative counsel for the House Select Committee to the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol: You had the Oath Keepers and you had the Three Percenters and [other groups]. And they were standing beside these MAGA traditional [supporters]. And so there was this idea that a rally could have an accompanying armed [contingent] that was normalized by people up from Trump all the way down.

Stewart Rhodes, leader of the Oath Keepers, made a speech.

THE ANTI-DEFAMATION LEAGUE: In his speech, Rhodes called on President Trump to invoke the Insurrection Act to help him remain in power, adding that if he does not do so, groups such as the Oath Keepers would have to mount a “much more desperate” and “much more bloody war” to ensure that outcome.3

Then former national security advisor Michael Flynn, whom Trump had pardoned for lying to the FBI during the Russia investigation, took the stage. While he spoke, President Trump took the concept of a “drive-by” to new heights.

JACOB GLICK: Trump actually flew over it [the crowd] in Marine One.

CHIEF SUND: At 1:34 p.m., two Marine Sikorsky helicopters (the one carrying Trump designated Marine One) took flight from the south grounds of the White House. The crowd on the
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