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About the Book

Written by British political reporter Richard Wolffe, Renegade is an election epic as well as an insightful biography of the new President of the United States. During the presidential campaign, Barack Obama told Wolffe that, ‘You’ll get more access than anyone else,’ resulting in a riveting first-hand account of the 21-month journey from candidate to president. Wolffe covers the campaign in untold detail as well as revealing how Obama learned his personal and political skills in his youth and early career, which led him from his university lecturer’s office in Iowa, to his nomination as the Democratic candidate, and finally to the Oval Office in Washington. Combining history, political psychology and biography, Renegade is an essential guide to understanding the president.


About the Author

British born Richard Wolffe was most recently Newsweek’s senior White House correspondent. He covered the length of Barack Obama’s presidential campaign, travelling with the candidate from his announcement through to Election Day, 21 months later and was granted Obama’s first print interview inside the Oval Office. Prior to writing for Newsweek, Wolffe was a senior journalist at the Financial Times, working as its deputy bureau chief and US diplomatic correspondent in Washington, D.C. He is a political analyst for NBC, appears frequently on MSNBC, as well as on international media including the BBC and CBC. He lives in Washington.
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For Paula, Ilana, Ben, and Max


ONE

CHANGE

ELECTION DAY STARTS, in the small hours, where the candidate has spent most of his last 626 days: on a plane. Stuck to the gray plastic walls of the pressurized cabin are snapshots of his odyssey across cities and fields, mountains and deserts, continents and oceans. A snowstorm in Iowa, a press conference in Downing Street. Camera crews dozing onboard, Secret Service agents sharing a joke. The candidate signing books, reporters holding audio recorders close to his face. Now, between the empty candy wrappers and the drained beer bottles, he walks back one last time from his spacious first-class section, through his staffers’ business-class seats, to the coach class of the press. “You know, whatever happens, it’s extraordinary you guys have shared this process with us, and I just want to say thank you and I appreciate you,” he says, shaking everyone’s hand. One reporter asks how he’s feeling, but he insists that he won’t answer questions. Even obvious ones. He thanks the young TV producers who have trailed his every move from the start, admires the photos on the overhead bins, then pokes fun at a magazine reporter who was parodied on Saturday Night Live. He gives a birthday kiss to a young photographer, shakes hands with every member of the aircrew, and finishes with a simple farewell: “OK, guys, let’s go home.”

The last twenty-four hours felt like the longest day of the long campaign. It began with the news that the last living person to raise Barack Obama through childhood, his grandmother Toot, had lost her struggle against cancer. At his penultimate stop in Charlotte, North Carolina, it rains so hard, and for so long, that it’s hard to see the streaks running down both his cheeks. They don’t come obviously or immediately. Hardened by two years of campaigning and many more years of self-control, his voice never breaks as he announces the news. “Some of you heard that my grandmother who helped raise me passed away early this morning,” he says calmly. “Look, she has gone home. And she died peacefully in her sleep, with my sister at her side. So there’s great joy as well as tears. I’m not going to talk about it too long, because it’s hard a little to talk about.” His face remains composed as he talks about the “bittersweet” sensation of losing his grandmother while his campaign draws to a close. He betrays little emotion as he describes her as “a quiet hero” and sketches out her life story. But when he starts to read his stump speech from his teleprompter, when he talks about the broken politics in Washington, he surreptitiously strokes one cheek with his thumb. He condemns eight years of failed Bush policies, and casually strokes the other cheek. Two minutes later, as the crowd chants “Yes We Can,” he finally takes a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipes his face down. It is one of the rarest moments of the entire election: a display of raw emotion from a candidate whose mask almost never slips before the dozens of cameras that trail him every day. Even then, at his most vulnerable point, he defers the moment and dissipates its impact.

The cracks in his self-control spread to those closest to him. Standing at the back of a leaking tent in a parched yellow field is the candidate’s friend and strategist David Axelrod. “He’s at peace with what happened. It wasn’t unexpected. He just wishes he had some time to deal with it in his own way,” Axelrod says. “But I’m finding this hard right now. The enormity of it all is almost overwhelming. I love him; he’s my friend. This election is ridiculously long and there are many stupid things about it. But you really have to earn the presidency. And he’s been tested. You can’t hide it or fake it.”

Yet the candidate has partly passed the test by hiding himself away. By the time he reaches the final campaign rally in Manassas, Virginia, he has regained full control. Close to the site of two Confederate victories in the Civil War, the nation’s first major African American nominee—a Democrat, no less—speaks to some 100,000 people at Prince William Fairgrounds. As a community organizer two decades earlier, Obama often feared that no one would show up to his meetings. Now there are so many people the traffic is snarled for hours and miles around. These crowds, he says, have enriched him, moved him, and lifted him up when he was down. Now he’s so inspired he tells his signature story from Greenwood, South Carolina. The tale of a little woman who lifted his spirits, on a dismal day early in the campaign, with a simple chant: “Fired Up! Ready to Go!”

“It shows you what one voice can do,” he concludes. “One voice can change a room. And if a voice can change a room, it can change a city! And if it can change a city, it can change a state! And if it can change a state, it can change a nation! And if it can change a nation, it can change the world!”

Yet at the start of this historic election day, in the early hours of the morning, the candidate seems weighed down. Determined and spirited perhaps, but also crushed with exhaustion and emotion. The gray wisps on his head are now visible from a distance, like the lines scored close to his eyes and across his cheeks. He sounds fired up, but looks ready to drop.

It is one in the morning when he lands at Chicago’s Midway airport. The polls have already closed in the small New Hampshire town of Dixville Notch, which has not voted for a Democratic president since 1968, but favors Obama by fifteen votes to six. The candidate walks down the stairs from his plane and steps into his armored SUV to a flash of cameras. Behind him is a new addition to his motorcade: another SUV filled with a black-clad, heavily armed Counter Assault Team.

Obama liked to describe his journey from freshman senator to presidential front-runner as an improbable one. It was also preposterous and quixotic, at least in the judgment of the greatest political minds in the nation’s capital. In February 2007, as Obama was readying the formal launch of his campaign, President Bush cast his expert eye across the contenders who wanted to succeed him. Sitting in the yellow oval room of the White House, on the second-floor residence of the executive mansion, the president conceded he had no idea who would win the GOP nomination. But he was clear about the other side. “I think Hillary Clinton will be the Democratic nominee,” he said with his feet propped on a glass coffee table. “I’ll tell you why. I think she will because I think she has staying power, star power, and money power. She brings a big organization that is well funded right off the bat, and one of the lessons I learned is you have to be able to play the long ball.” As for Obama, who was on the verge of announcing his candidacy, Bush was deeply doubtful. “Certainly a phenom and very attractive. The guy is very smart,” he said before realizing he sounded like Joe Biden, who had just stepped into the racial minefield for calling Obama “articulate and bright and clean.” Bush was so taken aback with the public criticism of Biden that he called in his African American secretary of state Condoleezza Rice. “I don’t get it,” he said. “Condi, what’s going on?” Rice told him what everyone else had said: that white people don’t call each other articulate.

No matter. Only the tough and battle-scarred could survive, and Obama wasn’t one of them. “This primary election process is rough,” Bush said, popping an endless stream of peanuts into his mouth. “It’s really tough and rightly so. It exacerbates your flaws and tests your character. And I don’t think he’s been around long enough to stand it. I may be wrong. The process may forge a steel that I didn’t anticipate.”

In some ways the forty-third president was correct: Obama was untested, unforged. Not even his closest aides and friends knew whether he could really survive the trial by fire of a presidential election. There was only one way to find out. Winston Churchill once said, “No part of the education of a politician is more indispensable than the fighting of elections.” Well, the education of Barack Obama was protracted and often painful. He was a political upstart, the candidate named Renegade by the Secret Service, and he repeatedly broke the rules. He did not wait his turn to run, and had no resources in the bank when he set out. He sunk his money into lowly fieldwork, and rejected public finance. He took his campaign overseas, and staged his acceptance speech in a football stadium. He kept his tone mostly positive, and spent millions on a prime-time TV show. His middle name was Hussein, and he wasn’t even conventionally African American. No, he didn’t look like the presidents on the dollar bills, as he once quipped. For that matter, he didn’t look or sound like other candidates for president. But he was highly disciplined and driven, supremely self-confident, and he possessed the rare ability to act both as a team player and a star athlete. Although he was a renegade, he was also a cautious and pragmatic one, who played by the rules when he needed them to win. On the surface, his performance was as steady as his resting heart rate of just sixty beats a minute. But his private moods were far more variable: he could be cocky and grumpy, impatient and withdrawn. He was often an inscrutable character. Yet he struck a rare emotional connection with those around him, no matter the size of the crowd or the ego of the person he was wooing.

There was a nagging question that cropped up at the beginning and the end of the election. It was posed at the start of his presidency and will likely be posed as his term finishes as America’s commander in chief: who is Barack Obama? The mystery of Obama may seem simplistic but is nonetheless hard to unwrap. Simple questions about a president can still be stubborn and enduring ones: there remains plenty of debate about President Bush’s intellect. But while there is a long Bush record to study for clues, there is relatively little that is public about the private Obama. In fact, the best evidence lies in the extraordinary presidential campaign of 2008, in which the candidate exposed himself to intense examination. He wrote one memoir and one highly personal political treatise, both of which were minutely dissected through the course of the election. He debated two dozen times and delivered hundreds of speeches. Yet something remained hidden about his character, suppressed about his moods, deep-rooted about his thoughts. And something remained unsettling for many pundits and voters who couldn’t quite pin him down, as a black leader or pop celebrity, as a fiery preacher or closet radical.

In one way at least, his critics were surely correct: Obama lacked Washington experience. But the voters seemed to find reassurance in the way he campaigned, the way he built from scratch the most formidable election machine in history, the way he endured twenty-one months of public examination and private stress. They may not have all the answers about Obama, but the ones they heard and watched seemed satisfying. The 2008 election was by far the biggest undertaking of Obama’s life, the only real executive experience on his résumé, and the biggest clue to his future performance as president. It changed America’s view of itself, the world’s view of America, his friends’ view of Obama, and Obama’s view of himself. It was a drama of political biography performed on the biggest stage in the world: an outlandish, extraordinary spectacle that veered from inspiration to exasperation, from the mundane to the faintly insane.

This is the making of a president, witnessed from a front-row seat, as it unfolded from its first day to its last. With the help of more than a dozen one-on-one interviews with the candidate and then president—as well as scores of sessions with his trusted aides, friends, and family—this account is an attempt to translate the enigma of Barack Obama, to answer the questions of who he is and what lay behind his rise from freshman senator to forty-fourth president of the United States of America.

Six hours after Obama lands at Midway, the polls are open across the East Coast and Midwest, as they are in the Fourth Ward, Twenty-third Precinct, in Chicago—otherwise known as Beulah Shoesmith Elementary School—where voters are already lining up outside. A few blocks from the candidate’s home in Kenwood, the school is a humble, brown brick building that is showing its age. Inside the cinder-block gym, the amber wooden floor feels warm but the old backboards have no markings on them. In three corners, there are flimsy voting booths that collapse into the form of a small plastic briefcase; when opened for voting, the handles stick over the top. Affixed to the walls are bilingual voting instructions that are entirely ignored. Election officials have squeezed reporters, photographers, and TV crews onto a three-foot-high stage, draped with burnt orange curtains. Their intention is to stop the media from interfering with the voting process, but the stage only serves to elevate and exaggerate their presence. Unlike every other school gym the campaign has visited for the last twenty-one months, this one has no musical sound track, no adoring crowds stuffed onto bleachers, no speeches amplified through towers of loudspeakers.

The crowd is two-thirds African American, one-third white, and entirely informal—with two exceptions. The only people in jackets are the Secret Service agents gathered at the door and a handful of Obama’s anxious aides: his senior adviser, Robert Gibbs, wearing his trademark blue blazer, white shirt, and khaki chinos; and his body guy, Reggie Love, in a blue jacket, campaign T-shirt, and blue jeans. A single Chicago police officer stalks the gym sternly, her braided hair tumbling down from an old-fashioned peaked hat over the back of her bulletproof vest. The voters are a cross section of the mixed neighborhood close to the University of Chicago: students in sweatshirts, South Siders, and the professional class that lives in the large homes close to the candidate. “I voted for Barack Obama,” says Addison Braendel, a forty-three-year-old lawyer who lives four houses down from the Obamas. “He’s sort of a hometown favorite.”

Across the gym, glancing repeatedly toward the cameras, is a balding, overweight, late-middle-aged man with an earring in one ear, and a New York Times under his arm. He wears a black short-sleeved shirt unbuttoned to reveal a long-sleeved red T-shirt hanging loosely over faded blue jeans. When he starts posing for photos with voters, his face becomes clear: Bill Ayers, the former 1960s radical and proxy for Republican attacks on Obama’s supposedly soft touch on terrorists. Only here, he looks like a schlub, more threatening to a cinnamon roll than to the Pentagon. The candidate once dismissed him as “a guy who lives in my neighborhood,” but now Obama’s staffers are alarmed at his showing up in the neighborhood. Back at campaign headquarters, Obama’s tightly wound campaign manager, David Plouffe, pops off an e-mail in disbelief: “What is this? The bar in Star Wars?”

At the back of the stage, Reggie Love perches on the edge of a table to text-message on his cherished iPhone. Nobody knows the candidate better than Love, who plays the role of little brother and personal assistant rolled into one. He accompanies him to the gym in the morning, hands him water and snacks through the day, adjusts the height of his teleprompter before every event, watches ESPN with him in their downtime, and entertains him with stories of his after-hours partying. So how bad was the last day of the campaign for the candidate? “It was a tough day for him,” he says. “All the feelings about the end of the campaign and everything with his grandmother. But it would have been a lot worse if he hadn’t gone out to Hawaii a week before. That was a good thing to do.” Drained by sleep deprivation, Love felt revived by last night’s encore about being fired up and ready to go. “That got us through Iowa,” he said with a tired smile. “It got us all the way through.” And now that he’s gone all the way through, was it worth it—all the early mornings, all the rallies, all those days on the plane? “Are you kidding me? Hell, yeah,” he says as he relishes the prospect of change. “This is the start of the next phase. All those people who say they’re going to get their lives back—it doesn’t happen that way. It’s like Barack says: All these people go to Washington to serve other people but they forget why they should be there. They just hang on to what they’ve got.”

At 7:30 central time, the candidate walks into the gym looking like a changed man, in a dark suit with a gray striped tie and flag pin fixed to his lapel. He long abandoned his distaste for tacking the Stars and Stripes to his chest, after many months of resisting the token patriotic gesture. Beside him are Michelle, dressed simply in a black knit top and black pants, with her hair tied back, and their daughters, Malia and Sasha. As they walk over to a voting booth in the corner of the gym, his young staffers finally drop their guard and show some excitement. “It’s election day!” whispers Katie Lillie, a long-suffering press handler, as she hugs Arun Chaudhary, who handles video production on the road. Standing behind the voting station, the candidate holds up the long paper ballot to show his wife an important section at the bottom. He completes the complex ballot easily while his wife crouches over hers as if reading a high school exam paper. He leans down to hug Malia, who is standing close to her mother, and kisses her gently on the forehead.

Within minutes, all other voting activity has ceased. A handful of voters stops to take photos with their cell phones; soon there is a cluster of gawkers at the halfway line. The scene is a mix of groupie worship and high-minded civics, which seems to accompany the candidate wherever he travels. A young white guy wearing an Oprah sweatshirt stands next to a young African American woman wearing a Mikva Challenge T-shirt, commemorating a program (named after one of Obama’s mentors, Abner Mikva) to help Chicago’s inner-city youth enter politics and public service. Next to her is a young white woman who is so excited at the sight of the candidate that she is fanning herself. Only a couple of people are still voting in the gym, and the Secret Service has closed the school to new voters. Election officials try to move some of the cell phone paparazzi away, or at least quiet them down, but it is hopeless. Even the stern police officer, now smiling broadly, is snapping photos with her phone. Obama’s aides join in the circus: Gibbs takes a photo of Love with the Obamas voting behind him.

The candidate finishes voting and talks to his older daughter, who cracks a private joke. Michelle remains hunched over her ballot, while her husband glances at his watch and the press cameras machine-gun the moment. The wristwatch is one of his most treasured mementos of the campaign: a gift from one of his first Secret Service details in the early days of the primary contests. He was unusually friendly with his agents, playing basketball with them on primary days and sharing food with them when they waited outside his home. He seemed genuinely touched by their gift and would show it off with pride. But he does not need it to be punctual; even on long campaign days across several states, he ran on schedule, while his rival candidates were notoriously late. Today is no exception. Michelle finally completes her ballot, and stands up to her full height. “OK!” says a relieved Barack, pointing to the ballot box machine.

He feeds the long ballot into the reader, with his daughters on either side of the box, blocking the photographers’ shot. The gym bursts into cheers and applause. An election official hands him a small ballot receipt officially called Form 10. “November 4, 2008 General Election,” it reads. “Thank you for VOTING!” Barack looks up at the cameras, perched on the stage, barely twenty feet from where he stands. “I voted!” he says with a grin. He turns to the gawkers, shakes hands with them all (including the police officer), and walks out to more cheers shortly before 8:00.

Outside, it is an unseasonably, irrationally warm day for late fall in Chicago. The air is clear, the morning clouds have burned off, and the sun dapples through what is left of the yellow autumn leaves. Across the street, local fans and press are jammed behind barriers trying to steal a glimpse of the candidate as he steps into his black SUV. The motorcade leaves to cheers as it speeds through Kenwood, passing the voters who just cast their ballots in the school gym. The candidate drives by the home of his friend Marty Nesbitt and his nonfriend Louis Farrakhan, past the Kenwood/Forty-seventh Street Metra rail station, and onto Lake Shore Drive toward the downtown Loop. He speeds beside the deep blue waters of Lake Michigan, reflecting a sky that is almost perfectly clear, then turns onto a parkway named after the last Democratic nominee from Illinois: the erudite, and doomed, Adlai Stevenson. Along the railway tracks, through an industrial neighborhood that is home to A1 Fasteners and K3 Welding, past a Payless ShoeSource, the junked cars of some body shops, and through the rear gate of Midway airport. Slowing down, the motorcade follows the edge of the tarmac by the hangars, then turns left along the perimeter to the parked planes and a white Boeing 757 with a deep blue tail sporting a giant O. It could be a flying billboard. Above the windows at the front of the plane, where the senior staff sit, are the words CHANGE WE CAN BELIEVE IN; below is the campaign’s Web address.

The candidate grabs his overstuffed black leather bag from the back of the SUV and glances toward the cameras gathered under the wing of his plane. “How’s it going?” asks one TV producer. “I feel great,” he says. “It was fun. I had a chance to vote with my daughters. I feel really good.” Another TV producer asks if he’s feeling sentimental. “You know, I’m sure I will tonight. That’s when polls close. The journey ends. But voting with my daughters, that was a big deal. I noticed that Michelle took a long time, though. I had to check to see who she was voting for.” With that glimpse of humor, he flashes his widest smile and walks up the metal stairs.

There is an unbearable lightness of being. Onboard, the candidate kicks back in his spacious front section, where the chairs could comfortably seat Captain Kirk on the bridge of the Enterprise. There is so much space between them that you can barely hear the next person speak over the noise of the engines. He is joined by some of his closest friends: Marty Nesbitt, Eric Whitaker, Valerie Jarrett, and her daughter, Laura, who has taken the day off from Harvard to witness history. Valerie woke at 4:00 a.m. to make sure she could vote before traveling today. The first in line at her polling place, she was surprised to find her hands trembling as she marked the paper ballot for her friend’s name.

The flight to Indianapolis is short and the plane is emptier than normal, with many reporters staying behind in Chicago to work on election-day stories. The candidate spends his time joking with Marty and Eric as they select basketball teams for his traditional election-day game. What started out as a superstition during the primaries, played at run-down YMCAs across the country, has grown into a full-blown ritual with friends jockeying for slots. Obama categorizes the players by ability levels to divide the teams fairly, while Marty makes the final picks. The team selection drags on, and Laura Jarrett (hoping for more history on her only day of travel with the candidate) observes that psychologists say men feel comfortable with their emotions about sports. “This is a way for you to be in touch with your feminine side,” she says to their bemusement. “You can pat each other on the behind, give each other a hug, you can cry. Anything is OK in sports.” The candidate breaks off to autograph a pile of reporters’ credentials, as the press turns its thoughts to campaign souvenirs. By 10:30, he is on the ground, bouncing down the steps with new energy. On the tarmac, Reggie throws a football to another young aide and catches the return with one hand while carrying the day’s briefing binder in the other.

The motorcade speeds to a drab United Auto Workers hall where two dozen volunteers are phone banking around long plastic tables. There are flags on the wall and streamers in patriotic colors tied to the white metal roof supports. None of the decorations can hide the white cinder blocks and blue plastic floor tiles. Obama posters, in the propaganda style of artist Shepard Fairey, are taped to the walls. The press rapidly starts tearing them down as more souvenirs. At the side of the room, at the back of a small stage, is a giant plastic sign saying Indiana for Obama, Vote November 4th. Obama himself walks in with a spritely “Hi guys!” His shirtsleeves are rolled up to the elbow, and he looks like he means business. Turning the corner past the front desk, he sees the phone bankers. “Here’s where the work is being done back here,” he says to nobody in particular. “That’s what I’m talking about.” When the applause subsides, he greets every volunteer and walks around the tables like a sports coach pepping up his team. “Are we going to win Indiana?” he asks. Yes! “You got anybody on the line? If you’ve got any live wires over there, bring them on,” he says.

Three hours ago he was the suit-wearing candidate voting with his family in a tableau of semidignified democracy. Now he is the community organizer firing up his small band of volunteers and trying to stir up voters along the way. “Hi, Michael, it’s Barack,” he says on the phone to one voter. “How are you? Well, listen. I wanted to find out if you’ve made up your mind. Don’t be discouraged by the lines out there. Take your iPod or whatever it is you use to pass the time.” He walks over to another phone to take another call. “Hello, Lindy? This is Barack Obama. How are you? I’m in Indianapolis. We’re trying to make sure everybody is going out to vote and taking their friends or their neighbors … I’m so grateful to you for waiting in line. … Grab some of those folks who haven’t voted yet.”

He points across the room to another phone. “All right, what have you got?” The volunteer says it’s his wife. “I don’t want to talk to your wife,” Obama says. “Unless she needs some persuasion.” She didn’t. So he picks up another phone, thanks them profusely for voting, then strides to the other corner of the room. “How are you? Thanks so much for the prayers and thanks for the vote,” he says. “Make sure you call your friends and neighbors. Stay on it. God bless you.” By now the volunteers are in the swing of it. “OK, I’ll be over there in a second,” he shouts to the other side of the room. He pretends to jog over to a waiting call, saying, “This is how I get my exercise.” Bouncing from one side of the room to the other, the candidate is thrilled to be active, as if it relieves the stress and boredom of the endless waiting of election day. “This is Barack Obama. How are you?”

Another group photo and a quick drive back to the airport. Before his last flight of the entire campaign, the candidate stops at the bottom of the stairs to pose for a photo with the press corps. Inside, the cabin is morphing back to a normal charter plane: the photos have come off the walls, leaving small squares of sticky photo mount. The aircrew hands out bottles of red wine to say thank you. The candidate returns to his basketball strategy, playfully arguing with Marty over the team selection, which he claims is skewed. His mood is markedly better than twenty-four hours earlier, when his grandmother passed away. “Yesterday was tough for him, especially at the moment he spoke about it,” says his friend Eric Whitaker. “But he’s very good at compartmentalizing.”

On the ground at Midway, a small group of fans at an airline maintenance building cheer his arrival. Marty walks off with a bottle of red wine in his left hand and a basketball spinning on his right index finger. The air is warm, and the sky is clear, blue and sweet, as the candidate drives downtown to the Hyatt Regency hotel: his base for the afternoon and evening.

At Manny’s old-style Jewish deli, ten minutes southwest of the Hyatt, Obama’s political brains have gathered to fill their stomachs to bursting point. Sitting around the cheap plastic veneer tables, their plates piled high with corned beef or roast turkey breast, is a large group gathered by David Axelrod. More than anyone else, except Obama, this campaign is Axelrod’s creation: shaped by his vision of political contests, executed by the operatives he most respects, guided by his love of the candidate. Axelrod helped lift Obama from a long-shot primary candidate into a United States senator, and from a freshman senator into a presidential nominee. He is more than just a consigliere to the candidate; he is his number one fan and his close friend.

The deli is Axelrod’s favorite lunch spot, especially on election day, and the staff and regulars love him almost as much as he loves one of Manny’s grotesquely large turkey legs. He eats the leg with a medieval flourish, tossing the bare bone onto the table with a flick of his wrist. At some point in midflight, or possibly before takeoff, oil and gravy splatter his shirt. Around the table with him today are pollster Joel Benenson, ad maker Jim Margolis, and Axelrod’s business partner John Del Cecato, who is sporting an untrimmed beard—a superstitious growth until the election is over.

Together, these are some of the most nervous of Obama’s advisers, a fretful bunch who search for trouble in focus groups and polling data. Today they are exceptionally relaxed. There are no more ads to cut, no more press to massage. “It’s what I call the what-do-you-know day,” says Axelrod, who has spent the day calling everyone he knows to ask them what they know. He tried to sleep in that morning but failed. Over the course of the last two years, he has trained himself to wake by 6:00 a.m. to read the news clips. Yet there is little news today. Earlier, he called over to campaign headquarters, only to hear a bland response of so far, so good. He kicked around his old consulting firm’s office, which he hasn’t visited for weeks on end. But with little to do, he just ambled over to Manny’s.

The candidate calls him with his own what-do-you-know queries. “Everything looks fine,” Axelrod says. “What about Pennsylvania?” asks Obama. Pennsylvania seemed to be tightening on the last night of internal polling, from eight down to four points. They knew about the McCain campaign’s bluster about its internal numbers in Pennsylvania. But they also knew there were so many more Democrats registered to vote there this year that they could expect double the margin of Kerry’s victory in 2004. In their own polls across the battleground states, Obama is up by eight points and well ahead of public expectations in Florida. All the signs are positive, so far. Axelrod has just spoken to Chuck Schumer, the New York senator running the Democratic push to reach a sixty-seat, filibuster-proof majority. Schumer’s latest prediction is fifty-eight senators, an enormous leap in terms of Senate strategy, and what an Obama White House might achieve. The only point of contention is about North Carolina: Benenson thinks it remains out of reach, while Axelrod feels confident. “The early vote was just so big, I think we’ll win,” he says. Benenson’s final prediction, before he walks off to pick up his daughter from the airport, is a 5.7-point margin of victory across the country.

Axelrod drives back to campaign headquarters and almost swerves into another car as he passes Grant Park, where the victory celebration will be staged. There are lines of people along several city blocks waiting to enter the site many hours before the polls close. Although a native New Yorker, Axelrod loves Chicago almost as much as he loves Obama. He sees the city’s history in each landmark, savors its skyline, its sports, its politics. When he looks at Grant Park, he sees in part the violent clashes between police and antiwar demonstrators at the Democratic convention of forty years ago. “Wow, a lot of people are lining up!” he says innocently, as if the tens of thousands of supporters at campaign rallies were unusual. “It’s kind of cool that forty years later, everybody gets together in Grant Park to celebrate.” Axelrod is normally lugubrious, his droopy mood matching his unruly mustache. But today he is surprised by his own contentedness. Two days earlier, he breezed through two Sunday talk show interviews after drinking past midnight at the hotel bar. And the light mood hasn’t left him. “Even my mother is happy with the campaign,” he says. “And that’s unprecedented.”

Axelrod parks his car at his home and walks over to headquarters on the eleventh floor of a corporate office block. The numbers from Florida and Virginia are already good, and Axelrod knows what that means if they hold true: a surefire victory in the electoral college. He stops by the office of Jon Favreau, Obama’s young speechwriter, to make a few minor tweaks to Obama’s victory speech. But the serious work is going on eight floors above, in a largely empty office on the nineteenth floor, where the number crunchers in the boiler room have been tracking turnout since 4:30 a.m. Run by Jon Carson, the campaign’s national field director, and Jen O’Malley, director of the battleground states, this is the nerve center where they will follow the evening’s returns and watch the news unfold on television. In the big bull pen, each battleground state has a team composed of a strategic staffer to monitor turnout and a lawyer to investigate any voting irregularities. The goal is to measure turnout against the campaign’s targets, as defined by an enormous database compiled from millions of phone calls and door knocks. When a group of volunteers fails to show up in Cleveland, the Ohio team focuses on turnout in that area. If the ground staff needs extra help, they can target that area by calling local radio shows to boost turnout. Walking around the boiler room Axelrod takes a call from ABC’s George Stephanopoulos, who shares the exit poll numbers. Wary of exit polls from 2004, when they were wildly wrong, Axelrod is still cheered by the prospect of sweeping the battleground states from Florida, through North Carolina and Virginia, to Ohio. But the strategists in the boiler room want to hear none of it, fearing that the exit numbers might distort their thinking or weaken their drive.

Axelrod goes back to his condo, with a sweeping view of Lake Michigan. He showers and talks to the normally stressed David Plouffe. Plouffe likes what he’s seeing from the turnout patterns, but can’t shake the last four days of tension in his sinews. Last night Plouffe was so torqued up that Axelrod told him he had a lot of pent-up energy. “I know,” said Plouffe. “I feel like I should go out and rob a bank or something.”

The candidate releases his pent-up energy with his superstitious game of election-day basketball. According to the official story, he played basketball on the day of the Iowa caucuses and won; he skipped playing on the day of the New Hampshire primary and lost. But basketball is much more than a good-luck charm for him. In his drifting teenage years, he dreamed of joining the NBA, and the game was the first point of focus of what would become his formidable self-discipline. Basketball was also a source of friendship and identity, not least for a fatherless African American boy growing up in a white family in Hawaii.

But on days like this, it is even more raw and teenage: a channel for his competitive spirit. Shooting hoops is like returning to his roots. Three high-school buddies from Hawaii have traveled to Chicago, staying with Marty Nesbitt, to join him on this big day. The election is not entirely out of mind, however. His old friend and hoops rival Alexi Giannoulias, the youthful Illinois state treasurer, has printed up shirts for the occasion. One team is called That One, the other is called This One—a parody of the way McCain disparaged their friend in the second TV debate. The only outsider is someone who became a close friend through the longest, most painful primary: Pennsylvania senator Bob Casey. Nesbitt’s team wins, and the competitive candidate feels justified in his earlier suspicion of team skewing.

“See, Nesbitt? I told you,” he jokes. “You rigged it.”

By nightfall, the concentric inner circles of Obama’s campaign are gathering at the Hyatt Regency hotel on Wacker Drive, next to the river. The polls have closed in nearby Indiana and Axelrod calls in to the boiler room from the sidewalk outside the hotel. “I really like what we’re seeing from Indiana,” says Carson. “We’re exceeding our vote goal.” Axelrod allows himself to believe in the exit polls after all. Inside the hotel, the lobby is bubbling with excited friends, financial backers, and political allies. Thirty-five floors above them is the suite where the Obamas and Bidens will watch the results. But for now, the Obamas are eating a quiet steak dinner at their Kenwood home alone, and the insiders are eating in the hotel bars and restaurants. At Daddy O’s bar, some of the biggest names in Obama’s finance team meet up, including Mark Gorenberg and John Roos from California. The mood is so upbeat that talk quickly shifts to the long-shot Senate races that might just succeed tonight. Inside the lobby, Eric Holder, who ran Obama’s vice presidential search with Caroline Kennedy, is trying to eat dinner with his family while pacing up and down to glance at the TV screens. At the next table Rodney Slater, the former Clinton transportation secretary, is eating at a high round table with Wes Clark, the former NATO commander.

Across the street, in the hotel’s west lobby, Axelrod has just finished a long evening of satellite TV interviews. With each new phone call, he has grown ever more confident but has played a cat-and-mouse game with TV anchors to avoid saying anything too cocky. Just before his final interview on CBS, Plouffe e-mails him to end all interviews: “Let’s shut it down now and let’s stand down until Obama speaks.”

Now at street level, his phone rings: it’s the candidate. “What’s going on?” he asks.

“Look, I’m not going to say congratulations yet, but boy, it looks awfully good,” says Axelrod. Axelrod wants to avoid the premature congratulations offered by his 2004 counterpart Bob Shrum, who saw the exit polls four years ago and offered to be the first to call John Kerry “Mr. President.”

“It sounds like we’re going to win,” replies a low-key Obama.

“Yes, it sure does,” says Axelrod. They thank each other and hang up.

A few moments later, Axelrod’s phone rings again: they just called Ohio. He grabs his wife, Susan, and tells her the news. She starts crying, so he starts crying, and they embrace, silently and tightly. All around them, the lobby is filling and emptying with Obama’s special guests: elected officials, donors, staff, friends, and family, heading toward Grant Park on a series of trolley buses, bouncing along on hard wooden benches.

Axelrod tries to call the candidate but can’t get through; he e-mails him instead, but later realizes he used the wrong address. He walks half a block to campaign headquarters and meets his team of consultants leaving the building on their way down to Grant Park. He hugs his direct-mail ace, Larry Grisolano, telling him that he loves him. Then he takes the elevator to the boiler room, where the mood is frothy. He walks into the bull pen to talk to his deputy Karen Dunn, who is manning the Virginia desk among dozens of other staffers, when the boiler room bursts into applause. Plouffe walks out of his office to see what the commotion is all about, and an embarrassed Axelrod turns the spotlight on him. “Plouffe will go down in history as the greatest presidential campaign manager of our time,” Axelrod declares. “He took a campaign that started at zero and built the greatest campaign organization anybody has ever seen.” Plouffe deflects the praise to the staff, the organization, and their achievement. As they walk back into their strategy office, Axelrod apologizes for creating a stir. “Ax, you create a stir wherever you go,” Plouffe says, as they sit down to watch the reports on TV.

Still nervous about the final results, Axelrod takes a plate and piles it with ravioli, eats it clean, and piles it high again. Then the messages start pinging in from news organizations: the Associated Press and the networks are ready to call the whole election at 10:00 p.m., as soon as voting ends on the West Coast.

Back at the Hyatt at 9:30, just before the polls close in California, the candidate walks into a tan hotel suite, where he intends to watch the results with his family on a giant flat-screen TV. First, he shares a quiet moment that has nothing to do with his own election. He sits and talks with Lane Evans, a former Illinois congressman who is suffering from Parkinson’s. He leans forward, holds his hands, and listens to the progressive politician who supported him early in his quest to become a United States senator. Then he moves to a red, orange, and green sofa with Michelle and her mother, Marian Robinson, as the results come through rapidly.

Down at Grant Park, in a giant white tent set up for the world’s media, his young staffers are punching the air and bursting into tears as the networks call Virginia for Obama. Within minutes, the TV screens declare Barack Obama the forty-fourth president of the United States. Inside another tent, his family and friends erupt into hoots, hugs, and applause. A crush builds from the tents to the stage. Reporters rush to the risers; campaign insiders run toward the stage. Stars like Oprah Winfrey and will.i.am bustle alongside political players like Bill Daley and Howard Dean. Inside the boiler room, Obama’s senior strategists have given up their raw numbers and are transfixed by the news of their state-by-state success on ABC. Axelrod is overwhelmed, struggling to understand the words about his friend becoming the next president. Hugs and high fives bounce around the room, and Axelrod and Plouffe walk out to meet the president-elect in his hotel suite.

There is no crush or high-fiving on the thirty-sixth floor of the Hyatt. With his feet propped up on a coffee table, the president-elect tilts his head back on the sofa and finally looks relaxed. Michelle and her mother allow themselves a smile at the corners of their lips. Malia walks over to her father, flashes a cheeky smile, and offers him a fist bump. The Bidens enter and embrace the entire Obama family. Then come Axelrod and Plouffe. Axelrod walks over and shakes hands with the president-elect, who says wryly, “Well? Can you congratulate me now?” Obama talks to Plouffe and the hard-edged campaign manager tears up as he hugs the next president. He still looks bleary as they pose for a group photo with Robert Gibbs.

Obama returns to the sofa to watch McCain concede the presidential election. He leans forward and listens intently to a generous, high-minded speech from his often bitter rival. Sitting beside him, his mother-in-law, Marian, reaches over and gently touches his shoulder. He relaxes and holds her hand. While his wife and daughters watch McCain on TV, his senior aides are thumbing their BlackBerrys. “That was very gracious,” Obama observes.

A few moments later, President Bush calls to congratulate his successor, twenty-one months after predicting that he would never survive the ordeal of a presidential election. “I know we have our differences,” says Obama, “but you’ve always been very gracious to me and I appreciate it.” He asks the president to thank the First Lady for defending his wife for her miscued comments about being proud of her country for the first time.

The conversation over, Malia walks over to her father with a simple question. “So, Daddy, can you tell me the first thing you’re going to do as president?” she asks sweetly. Obama looks at the room. “Malia is working for the school newspaper now,” he deadpans. “I’m going to buy a dog.” The answer doesn’t satisfy her. “No, I mean the first political thing you’re going to do.” The laughter fades as Marvin Nicholson, the campaign’s levelheaded trip director, walks in to say it’s time to head down to Grant Park.

They pass along Lake Shore Drive, watching people scream in the streets along the route of some fifteen city blocks. To Axelrod, it feels like the city he loves is shining. When the motorcade arrives, the Obamas hold hands with their daughters as they walk through a tented runway to the stage. Beyond the white plastic sheeting, there are more than 200,000 people in the park. Above is Chicago’s illuminated skyline and one building whose lights now spell USA. Opposite the stage is the world’s largest and tallest concentration of live TV cameras; to the left there is an anthill of stills photographers. Overhead six shafts of light stretch above the stage like the stripes of the flag, while twenty-eight Stars and Stripes line the back of the stage—just in case the flag pin is lost on camera. Four thick plates of bulletproof glass shield the left and right of the podium, dwarfing anyone in between. Across the nation, city streets are crime free and Obama crazy. Reports come in of crowds celebrating in Washington, D.C., at the historically black U Street corridor and on Pennsylvania Avenue in front of the White House.

The event starts with the music that normally greets the end of an Obama stump speech: Stevie Wonder’s endlessly upbeat “Signed, Sealed, Delivered,” then Brooks and Dunn’s eternally hokey “Only in America.” Backstage, Obama calls over Axelrod with his first executive decision. “I just want you to know I killed the fireworks,” he says. “I don’t think it’s appropriate.” Obama catches sight of Valerie Jarrett and walks over. He smiles, tilts his head, and shrugs. She smiles, tilts her head, and shrugs back.

The family walks onstage, with no music, and Obama closes his eyes to savor the moment. He kisses his daughters, his wife, and then is alone. The giant image of his face projects on the JumboTron, a few feet to the side of the real thing: a thin man with big ears, boxed in by walls of bulletproof glass.

A whole campaign is condensed into a few minutes of his greatest hits, as he threads his campaign stories into the familiar weave of American history. He reaches back to the 2004 convention in Boston to celebrate neither the red states nor the blue states, but the United States of America. He pays homage to the voters who put their hands on the arc of history, like Martin Luther King Jr., as he urged them to do at the start of his journey. He thanks his family, his senior aides, his supporters, and the three early states that gave birth to his campaign: Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina. He quotes from Lincoln’s first inaugural address to reach out to Republicans. And he speaks of an African American woman from Atlanta whose life spanned an American century to reach this point. He ends with a determined, defiant message to all those who said his campaign could never succeed: a message that started as a rallying cry in the defeat of New Hampshire, then grew into a viral music video. Yes We Can.

The stirring music that follows is not a classical masterpiece or an American anthem. It’s the theme from the movie Remember the Titans, the story of a football team that helps integrate a suburban high school in Virginia, where Obama has just won the decisive victory of the election. His family reemerges, along with the Bidens, before disappearing into the tents below to celebrate.

Beside the stage, Axelrod is in tears, catching sight of several African American children in the crowd. They, too, are crying as they wave American flags. He recalls the earliest days of their quest for the White House, when Michelle asked Barack what he thought he could accomplish as president. “I know this,” he told her almost two years earlier, in Axelrod’s conference room. “The day I take the oath of office, the world will look at us differently. And millions of kids across this country will look at themselves differently. That alone is something.”

For Barack, Michelle, and their best friends, there was no such moment of catharsis, no tears of joy or flood of emotion. Were they cold to the moment of history, or exhausted by the long campaign? “It’s like the golfer who hits a hole-in-one and all his friends run up to congratulate him, saying how improbable it was, and asking him if he’s surprised,” says Marty Nesbitt. “‘No,’ says the golfer, ‘it’s exactly where I was aiming.’” Barack and Michelle come to shake hands in the tent full of their family and friends, and spot Marty on the other side of the rope line. “I don’t want to have a conversation with you divided by a rope line,” says Marty. “Well, what are you doing on that side of the rope line?” asks Barack. “Come over here and let’s walk. Come with me through all these other tents.” Soon Marty realizes that his friend will be shaking hands for hours, and he gathers his family to drive home.

Almost two hours later, Barack and Michelle are delivering their final thank-you to the people who brought the campaign to life: his financial backers. The news is still hard to believe for those inside the walls of the big white tent. “Hello, Mrs. Future First Lady,” says Wendy Wanderman, a Los Angeles fund-raiser. Michelle looks shocked and laughs. “Are you talking to me?”

This is one of the most trusted groups inside the campaign, but the candidate never saw them solely as a way to raise record sums of cash. He tried to organize them, just as he organized his young field directors and volunteers, and before them, his adopted community on the South Side of Chicago. He steps onto a low stage and picks up a small microphone to apologize that he can’t speak to them all individually. “I think all of you know that had it not been for you, there’s no way we could have accomplished this,” he says. “But what made it special is not just that you guys raised the money. It’s that you put your heart and soul into this thing. You organized, you went out, you knocked on doors, you made phone calls. You were committed to the mission, as opposed to simply being engaged in a transaction. And that made all the difference. It meant that when times were tough, when things didn’t look like they were going where they needed to, you knew the facts.”

He steps through a flimsy glass door into the night, leaving the white tent cheering behind him. “All right, do we have anything else?” he asks an aide behind him. A handful of supporters tries to snatch his attention by calling out “President Obama!” But the title still sounds unfamiliar, unfeasible, unreal, when matched with a Kenyan name so often confused with something far worse.

Even the self-made, self-possessed president-elect seems bemused. Has the result really sunk in?

“No, you know, it’s all pomp and circumstance,” he tells me, his hand on my shoulder. “It sinks in when you’re quiet.”

Has he had a quiet moment?

“No, not yet. I’ll get one. Don’t worry.”

He may not savor the history of the night, but he already senses the change of the morning.

“You know, unfortunately now I’ve got to really …” He trails off as he contemplates his new schedule. “Everything has to be a lot more screened. Now I’ve got these bigger obligations.”

Michelle follows him, hugging friends and supporters, her campaign frown transformed into a victory smile. Together they walk into the darkness of Grant Park, shadowed by men in black suits, beyond the last clutch of giddy fans, into another armored SUV, toward a family home they will soon leave far behind.


TWO

THE DECIDER

HE DECIDED TO make up his mind on the beach. The same stretches of Pacific waters and sand where he had walked and talked with his mother about the troubled state of the world, where he had conjured up teenage images of an absent father, and where he now tried to relax with his wife and young daughters. Hawaii was Barack’s escape, for sure. A place to kick back, feel connected to his family and his memories, and retreat a little farther into his own mind. But it wasn’t clear what he was escaping from. For the decision he faced would take him further away from his family and friends, from the privacy and simplicity of his home in Chicago and his holidays in Hawaii. Flowing through that easy Christmas break in December 2006, there was a looping conversation—often with his friends but mostly in his head—about his restless ambition, the cost to his family, the tugging gravity of history, the fleeting moment of opportunity. After several weeks of talks with his most trusted aides and friends about a presidential run, Obama had promised to clear his head and decide his future—and perhaps the course of a nation. So between the beach and the barbecues, the golf and the basketball, the pool and the movies, he looked at his easy life and pondered the prospect of leaving it all behind. As he watched his daughters play in the sand and chatted with his wife and friends, he wondered whether he could say good-bye. “Hawaii reminded me of what I might be giving up,” he later told me. “At that point I was known, but could still go out and live a quasi-normal life and have a quasi-normal time with my kids. Was I prepared to give that up, certainly for the short term, if not for the long term?”

The huge Hyatt Regency hotel on Waikiki Beach was not a perfect refuge. People were beginning to recognize him in restaurants, on the beach, wherever he stopped. The outside world—his fame and the stratospheric expectations—were already encroaching on his private life. One morning, after working out, he took the elevator back to his room and a white couple in their early sixties walked in. The couple said nothing as they climbed several floors, but stared at Obama as they tried to figure out who he was. They reached their floor and walked out, but just as the doors were closing, the tall, burly man stuck his hand in the doors and wheeled around. “You gotta run,” he told Obama. “You gotta save us. We’re from California, and you have to run.” He pulled his hand back, and the doors squeezed shut. Obama smiled and shrugged, but the attention was beginning to concern him. He phoned one of his political advisers to report on what he was seeing. “It’s different now,” he told David Plouffe. “I really can’t go down the street. This feels different.” Plouffe was deeply skeptical that Obama would really decide to give up his happy life while in Hawaii. He figured that Obama would back out at the last minute, like so many other politicians he had advised over the years. “Well, you know this is not a done deal, that’s for sure,” Plouffe told him. “You really have to think about this because it’s only going to get worse. You already are a recognizable figure. Whether you win or lose, your life is going to change forever. You’ll lose all privacy.”

As long as he kept moving, Barack could avoid the intrusion and attention. Early mornings were best, when the beachfront was almost deserted and the children were still sleeping. He and his old basketball friend Marty Nesbitt would exercise along the beach and stop at a nearby Starbucks to stare out at the ocean and contemplate a possible presidential campaign. “You know, if you didn’t do it,” Marty observed, “we could retire in ten years, buy a place here in Hawaii, go golfing.” Barack was conflicted, torn between the life he loved and the life he wanted. He knew that this kind of attention was nothing compared with what he had seen on his recent book tour, and what lay ahead on the campaign trail. He realized that his family time would disappear, that every word and every vote would be scrubbed, parsed, distorted, and exploited. But he also knew this moment might never come again. “What makes a great president?” Marty asked him one day. “Well, I think that probably everybody who has been elected president was a great person in some aspect or another,” Barack began. “But what makes a great president, as opposed to a great person, is the juxtaposition of that president’s personal characteristics and strengths with the needs of the American people and the country. And when you are a president who happens to come into office at that juxtaposition, there’s an environment for you to be a great president.” Some presidents were great individuals with extraordinary talents, but their timing was wrong. The great ones were needed by their nation at that point in history. For all that he opposed the policies of the era, Barack was thinking about Ronald Reagan. “Reagan would probably go down as a great president,” he said. “It was just his time.”

Was it Obama’s time? You’d never really know until you started. Besides, the questions were just as important as the answers. He was testing himself and those around him, probing to see if they were all ready for the endurance test of a campaign, and for the changes that lay ahead.

Hawaii was home to his closest family beyond his wife and daughters: his younger half sister Maya Soetoro-Ng and their grandmother, Madelyn Dunham, known as Toot. Obama talked to them just as he had consulted them before proposing to Michelle fifteen years earlier. He wanted them to feel part of the process, that their questions were answered, that they were onboard. Maya was well aware of the Draft Obama movements across the country, and she knew that he felt their pressure. Maybe they knew her brother was ready to be president before he did. Still, she was fearful of losing him to the rest of the world, of him placing their demands above the family’s needs. She thought of her own daughter, of his daughters, of the students she taught in Hawaii, and how his presidency would shift their horizons. Maybe those possibilities were worth the challenges and the sacrifice. Maybe there was nobody else who could affect people in the same way.

Time and again, in talking to his friend Marty, Barack returned to the meaning of an Obama presidency. “I wonder what impact it would have on African American boys if I were to be elected president,” Barack said as they walked back to the hotel together one morning.

“Wow, that might be the single most influential event since the Emancipation Proclamation,” Marty replied, fueled by his fresh cup of coffee.

“Yeah, it might be. Yeah, that could be very powerful,” said Barack, sipping his bottle of water.

“Even if you didn’t do anything beyond that,” Marty continued. By now, the almost-candidate was imagining what he could do for a generation of children.

“But just think if I went to an inner-city school once a month,” he said. “I wonder what impact that would have?”

“What would it really say about the country?” Marty wondered. “And what would it say about incumbent politicians? What would be the message to them if the American people elected you?”

Obama savored the thought. “Well, they’d be quaking in their boots.”

To his entourage in Hawaii, Barack’s fortune seemed unreal. It was only two years since he overcame enormous odds to become a United States senator. And it was only six years since his disastrous run for Congress, a campaign that had left him broke and disillusioned, and strained his marriage to breaking point. Now he was seriously considering a campaign for president, upending all the rules of conventional politics by running for the White House so soon after leaving Illinois. The field was hardly open: he would be taking on the Clintons, the biggest brand in Democratic politics, with little name recognition and no money of his own. “Either you made a deal with God or a pact with the devil,” his old Harvard friend Eric Whitaker told him in Hawaii.

Or maybe Obama had just made some kind of deal with himself. Maybe he could detach his emotions to study his own situation just as his anthropologist mother had studied foreign countries and cultures. Obama took several steps away from his own life, mixing a cold assessment of his chances with all the self-confidence of a self-made man. “I came to the conclusion,” he later told me, “that the times might be such that I would have to give it a shot.”

If Obama was a renegade, he was a cautious and calculating rebel. There were no sudden moves, no rash judgments as he plotted to overturn the natural order of the Democratic Party. And if that seemed like a personal paradox, Obama had plenty of family role models for his peculiar combination of risk and self-discipline, of high-minded dreams and practical details, of restlessness and roots. Both his parents were rule breakers who were raised with discipline but rebelled against it. Both often chose their careers over spending time with their son. Obama inherited his father’s burning ambition for himself and his mother’s burning sense of injustice about the poor and the powerless. “My fierce ambitions might have been fueled by my father—by my knowledge of his achievements and failures, by my unspoken desire to somehow earn his love, and by my resentments and anger toward him,” he wrote. “But it was my mother’s fundamental faith—in the goodness of people and in the ultimate value of this brief life we’ve each been given—that channeled those ambitions.”

However, Obama possessed something even more powerful than his parents: his own abilities to weave the two together, to create his own order out of disorder, to write his own story. “Someone once said that every man is trying to either live up to his father’s expectations or make up for his father’s mistakes,” he wrote, “and I suppose that may explain my particular malady as well as anything else.” Yet Obama is rarely casual enough to suppose anything about his own identity, or his relationship with a father who abandoned him when he was just two years old. His entire memoir revolves around his search for a father and an identity that was absent. What fills the hole is not his father; it is his own quest, his self-reflection, and his storytelling.

Those powers of self-creation ran in the family. Obama’s Kenyan grandfather was a tough, independent spirit: a self-made man with an unyielding mind. As a boy he was so restless that people said he had “ants up his anus.” Yet he was also ambitious enough to learn to read and write, and work as a domestic servant to the colonial British. He converted to Christianity, changing his name to Johnson, but found the ideas of mercy and redemption to be effeminate. So he converted once again to Islam, which was more attuned to his austere sense of discipline, and he took the name Hussein.

His son grew up herding his goats in a village near the shores of Lake Victoria. Barack Obama, the candidate’s absent father, escaped from goatherding through study: he was a gifted student who won a scholarship to Nairobi, another to the University of Hawaii, and yet another to Harvard. He was also a perennial rebel, whose antics got him expelled from his elite
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