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			For my amazing wife, Toni. You have been my purpose, my reason for wanting to be better, and the only person I’ve ever wanted to be on this journey with. Love you.
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			Introduction

			Communication is the most basic function that a society must have to be able to be successful. Going back to the hunter-gatherers, developing a certain common language was necessary to survive. Men had to have ways to develop plans for the hunt, especially when they had to take down animals much larger than they were. They also found it necessary to record their exploits on the walls of caves showing us what these plans looked like. When we look back at more modern man, yet still in ancient civilizations, man was able to communicate complex ideas to develop things like the pyramids and other wonders of the world. Stories were always a part of their communication process. In Ancient Greece, stories like The Iliad were recounted by mouth over and over again until eventually they were committed to the written word. Great orators were revered throughout history because the spoken word and the ability to clearly communicate stories to others were crucial to the development of societies and cultures. From Pericles to Cicero to Patrick Henry to Frederick Douglass to Winston Churchill to Martin Luther King Jr., history is filled with men we deem as great because of the way they were able to speak and write. We remember their ideas. We as a people need to have that line of communication to feel connected to others, and we are constantly developing more and more ways to do that; the latest and greatest example is the rise of social media. But the spoken word truly holds a special place in the pantheon of human history because, if done by the right person and done correctly, it can grab hold of your heart, soul, and mind and bring you close to that person, influencing your very thoughts and feelings. The ability to speak well is a very powerful tool to have in your arsenal. That’s why radio has played such an integral role in the historic events of the twentieth century and still does today.

			While many in The Dan Bongino Show audience can point to the rise of Rush Limbaugh as the beginning of their talk radio experience, the format itself dates back to the 1920s, albeit in a very primitive form. As we’ll discuss in this book, of course, government interference regulated the taking of phone calls and broadcasting them, so much so, that many stations would never even approach doing such a thing for fear of massive fines or jail—all this in the name of “protecting” innocent people. So much for freedom of speech. It wasn’t until the 1940s that the talk radio format you’re familiar with began to take shape. A man named Joe Pyne could arguably be credited as being the first political talk show host. A radio nomad (he kept getting fired for injecting his personal opinions into his stint as a local DJ), he finally found his home in Atlantic City, New Jersey, where he honed his show idea about expressing his opinions and ideas on WFPG. Satisfied with what he had created, he eventually wound up at WILM in Delaware, a place he had previously worked, and in 1951 debuted his show, It’s Your Nickel, the cost of a phone call then, in which he would take calls and argue with the callers. Although the Fairness Doctrine, which stated that both points of view of a political issue must be represented on the radio, had existed since 1949, Pyne did his show the way he wanted anyway, giving his opinions, arguing with callers, and insulting anyone he didn’t agree with. His show became so big, he eventually moved out to Los Angeles where he was on KABC, a station we are currently broadcasting The Dan Bongino Show on. Pyne eventually went on to do TV, and because he was a heavy smoker, got lung cancer and tragically died at the age of forty-five.

			But the Fairness Doctrine of 1949 would have a major impact on all of radio and television. It was originally put into place because, according to the Reagan Library, “Lawmakers became concerned that the monopoly audience control of the three main networks, NBC, ABC and CBS, could misuse their broadcast licenses to set a biased public agenda.” As much of an abomination as the Fairness Doctrine was in squelching free speech, they seemed to be prescient in their fears, as we see those very networks demonstrating their biases today. So, from the 1950s to the 1970s, the Fairness Doctrine was used as a threat to radio stations looking for license renewal. You will abide, or you will lose your license. But in 1981, something happened that would put the Fairness Doctrine in peril: the swearing in of Ronald Reagan as president of the United States. Reagan appointed a communications attorney who served on his campaign staff in 1976 and 1980 as chairman of the FCC. Mark Fowler proceeded to dismantle the Fairness Doctrine under the pretense that it was a First Amendment violation. The year 1987 saw a new FCC chairman, Dennis Patrick, who put together a panel that eventually repealed it altogether. There were fears about this from the Reagan administration because the press was already lambasting anything President Reagan was doing, and removing the Fairness Doctrine, in their minds, would make things worse. But they did not have the foresight to see what was on the horizon.

			Rush Hudson Limbaugh III was born into a family steeped in the legal profession. His grandfather, father, and brother were lawyers, his uncle a federal judge. This was supposed to be the path he would follow. But Rush had other ideas. He fell in love with radio at the age of sixteen, getting his first job at that age at KGMO. He would go on to other radio jobs and got fired from several. That is not unusual in radio; as a matter of fact, it’s kind of expected. If you haven’t been let go from a radio job, you’re one of the rare few. Rush then went on to work for the Kansas City Royals as director of group sales and special events, but his passion for radio never wavered. He went back to Kansas City and, for the first time, used his real name in hosting a radio show that again he got fired from. But that landed him his big break. He did a talk show in 1985 at KFBK in Sacramento and built a strong enough following that eventually when the Fairness Doctrine was repealed in 1987, ABC Radio Networks executive Ed McLaughlin offered Rush a nationally syndicated radio show. Limbaugh accepted and moved to New York City to begin his noon to 2 p.m. show on WABC in New York and was initially broadcast on fifty-six stations across the country in 1988. These were AM radio stations that were an afterthought at the time, as FM radio programming was considered the Cadillac of radio broadcasting with its clear, crisp signal. AM was considered old and over, as it had a very deep bass mono sound that was outdated. But the AM band that no one could figure out how to make relevant again was about to experience a revival because of Rush Limbaugh. He was the right man at the right time and arguably can be credited with being the man who saved the AM band. He was also the man who would create the talk radio world that we know today. With the Fairness Doctrine out of the way, the constraints were off opinion talk radio. Whereas the major mainstream media were able to espouse their liberal views, hiding them in plain sight under the guise of “objective news,” Rush tore the blinders off and exposed them for what they were. As he used to say, “I am equal time.” Dan Henninger of the Wall Street Journal put it perfectly in his article, “Rush to Victory,” in 2005 when he wrote, “The Fairness Doctrine was also an early nuclear option: If a local broadcaster’s news operation made the local congressman or his party look bad, Washington could threaten to blow up his broadcast license. Ronald Reagan tore down this wall in 1987 (maybe as spring training for Berlin) and Rush Limbaugh was the first man to proclaim himself liberated from the East Germany of liberal media domination.” For the three-plus decades that Limbaugh was on the air, he was talk radio. He set the standard. He became the voice of conservatism throughout the land, a yin to the mainstream media’s yang, a thorn in the side of both liberal politicians, Presidents Clinton and Obama, and the many establishment Republicans who were more interested in appearing to look well at Washington, DC, cocktail parties than they were in doing what they were elected to do for their constituents. He inspired dozens of other hosts to take up the torch, and soon the AM band was filled practically 24/7 with conservative talk radio hosts. But Rush was always the king. He had our backs, and we had his, reaching as many as twenty-seven million Americans a week at some points. Until it all came crashing down.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A Fateful Day

			February 17, 2021, is a life-changing date for so many involved in this story and for millions of people around the country and the world. It is the day Rush Limbaugh died.

			I will never forget, as I was preparing another radio show I was producing at the time, hearing the devastating news. Kathryn Limbaugh, Rush’s wife of ten years, announced his passing in the first segment of his radio show. With the familiar theme, The Pretenders’ “My City Was Gone,” fading into silence, Kathryn Limbaugh took to the microphone and welcomed the audience in, only to deliver the words none of us wanted to hear: “It is with profound sadness, I must share with you directly, that our beloved Rush, my wonderful husband, passed away this morning due to complications from lung cancer.”

			Boom. My heart sank at the news. I was devastated, as were millions of other Americans. I first heard Rush in 1990, when Jim Sharpe, a morning host I was producing at the time, told me about him. Tuning the dial to KGBS 1190 AM in Dallas and hearing him for the first time literally (I know Dan hates using that term, but in this case it’s apropos) changed my life.

			My dad, Jerry, was a navy guy, a conservative, and an early political influence in my life, even if I didn’t even realize it. My mother, Andrea, was what you would imagine the perfect example of a mother to be in a 1950s TV show. We were what I guess you would refer to as lower middle class. Dad grew up a street kid after his father died unexpectedly when my dad was twelve years old. Rebellious and a lot of trouble, he saw he was heading for bad things and joined the navy to straighten his life out, which it did. My mom met my dad and became a young mom at nineteen. Life wasn’t perfect, but I was molded by my parents’ example of a strong nuclear family, what they talked about when it came to what was going on in the world, and by what I saw on the streets of Brooklyn, New York, in the 1970s. I grew up in the West Midwood-Kensington-Flatbush area of Brooklyn; St. Rose of Lima on Parkville Ave. was my rock. It’s where I went to elementary school and served as an altar boy. Life on Newkirk Ave., where the school and church were, was almost idyllic. My best friend, Anthony Parisie (who still is to this day), lived down the street, and all the families were close and watched over all of us kids. But growing up in the city in the ’70s was a challenge. When we moved to E. 7th St., I knew there was at least one family on our street that was “connected,” if you know what I mean, and the local drug dealer lived about five houses down. But there never seemed to be any real trouble.

			Luckily, I was able to experience another sort of life and again have my views molded by a particular area steeped in American tradition. My grandparents on my mother’s side lived in Hampton, Virginia, a small town on the Chesapeake Bay. This is where my brother, Tom, and I (and much later, my sister, Kara) spent our summers and Christmases. There were no sidewalks on the streets in their neighborhood, just grass, small houses, and open fields. We would go down to the abandoned train trestle at the end of Old Pointe Road and go crabbing with my grandfather’s crab traps. At dusk, we would sneak into the golf course on the other side of the trestle and go in the ponds to scoop up golf balls to sell later. Looking back on that, it never occurred to us how gross that water was, and we’re lucky we didn’t get some amoeba invading our brains. We would stay out all day long until it got dark, without a care in the world.

			It was in this place that my love of history and the country really took hold. On Sundays, we would go to church at St. Mary Star of the Sea on Fort Monroe, the site of the famous first battle of the ironclads in the Civil War, the Monitor and the Merrimack. It was the place the Union held Jefferson Davis prisoner after the Civil War. There was a guard at a gate on the road leading into the fort. He would always salute as you drove on to the base. That was one of our favorite parts about going to the fort. We would always sit up higher in the back seat waiting to come up on the guardhouse for that salute. Of course, I would salute back. But my favorite part, and the part that really cemented in my head the greatness of America, was going to Williamsburg, Jamestown, and Yorktown every year. I always wanted to go whenever we went to Virginia. Walking the streets that Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Thomas Paine, and so many of the other Virginians who crafted what was to become our nation walked, a nation that for the first time in human history finally posited that all men were created equal—that had a profound and everlasting impact on me.

			So when I first heard the dulcet tones and that unique voice of Rush Limbaugh saying, “Greetings to you music lovers, thrill seekers, conversationalists all across the fruited plain. Time for another excursion into broadcast excellence hosted by me, America’s real anchorman, Rush Limbaugh, with half my brain tied behind my back just to make it fair,” and then espousing ideas and thoughts that I had always had but never heard expressed in a major medium, I was hooked.

			If there was a major news event, you waited daily for Rush to come on and break it down. As so many of his
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