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Introduction

The roots of this book first took hold on a November evening, two days after the 2018 midterm elections, in a glass-paneled auditorium at Cleveland State University. There, a couple hundred hippies, hipsters, gym rats, and nerds networked near an oversized sign that read “BIG GOVERNMENT SUCKS,” as Aaron Tippin’s defiantly patriotic country anthem, “Where the Stars and Stripes and the Eagle Fly,” blasted from the sound system. From tables in the lobby, attendees snapped up posters, buttons, and laptop stickers with slogans like: “Political correctness has ruined football, academia, comedy, the media, Hollywood, and patriotism” and “I support helping the needy; I oppose funding the lazy.”

The event was part of a national speaking series touring the country, titled Campus Clash, a barn-storming mix of comedy, Christian values, and right-wing politics. Anyone who’d ever watched a Trump rally or a few minutes of Tucker Carlson railing against his many enemies on Fox News would recognize the targets that would be mercilessly lampooned on the auditorium stage over the next few hours: the PC Police, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC), and transgender bathrooms, to name a few. The mood was simmering fear and outrage, not yet at the embittered stage, but spoiling for a fight.

“If we don’t speak up for ourselves against the libtards,” said a sandy-haired attendee with a dab of a mustache that wouldn’t look out of place in the trendier parts of Brooklyn, “who’s going to? Our professors? I don’t think so.”

As the music came to a stop, the evening’s headliner, Charlie Kirk, a then-twenty-five-year-old true believer who skipped college to get a head start on becoming the future of the Republican Party, catapulted onto the stage, wearing trendy dress pants, white Adidas, and a slick-looking navy blue blazer. The young man President Donald Trump once referred to as a “great warrior” settled his six-foot-four frame into a cushioned chair, slid a well-manicured hand through his crown of short, chestnut-brown hair, and flashed a cocky frat-boy grin. His look: pop-star preacher.

Charlie, who toured the country so frequently he had yet to move out of his childhood bedroom, was the founder of Turning Point USA, the organization that was sponsoring the event. Turning Point USA was the fastest-growing youth activist group in GOP history. And its sister organization Turning Point Action was planning on raising $15 million for a Get-Out-the-GOP-Vote campaign, with its eye on 2020. Though I was a frequent New York Times contributor and a registered Democrat (I voted for Bernie Sanders in the 2016 Democratic primary and Hillary Clinton in the November general), Charlie had parted the curtain for me on a world that had largely shut out journalists, allowing me rare access for my research into young conservative activists. At that point in his career, Charlie was not yet a household name in the Fox News–watching world, and he apparently welcomed any opportunity to expand his profile, even via coverage from the so-called liberal media. We’d spoken several times at various student events and I was struck by his outsized drive and energy, though I still hadn’t grasped how he and his group fit into the bigger conservative picture.

A white kid from suburban Chicago, Charlie was the son of a successful architect who was the project architect for Trump Tower in midtown Manhattan. He had confidence in spades and seemed to have no problem sharing the stage with an equally charismatic co-host, his “thermodynamic” Turning Point USA colleague Candace Owens, a twenty-nine-year-old Black conservative and Fox News regular whom he introduced to booming applause. Candace, too, had been attracting my attention in recent months, with her ability to fire up college-aged audiences. The month before, I’d witnessed her electrify a room at the Turning Point USA–sponsored Young Black Leadership Summit, where she’d implored a new generation of African American voters to abandon the “emotionally-abusive” Democratic Party and vote Republican.

“Hey guys,” cooed Owens, slinking onstage in a charcoal gray pantsuit and high-heeled boots. Settling next to Charlie, she crossed her legs smartly and let her almond-shaped eyes rest lightly on the man she would later describe to me as her “political twin.”

“Thank you so much for having us.”

Candace grew up poor, in Stamford, Connecticut. Until recently she’d considered herself a liberal. Now, she had close to a million Twitter followers (the count will balloon to over 3 million by the time this book heads to press) and Kanye West had recently told his 20 million Twitter followers that he loved “the way Candace Owens thinks.”

And what did Candace think? She told the room that she was sick of the left’s obsession with “victimization” and its delight in sorting Americans “into collectives,” pitting men against women, Blacks against “illegals,” and Bible-fearing Christians against nearly everyone else. She called LGBTQ activists “The Trans Army.” Referring to Florida’s first African American gubernatorial nominee, Andrew Gillum, who earlier that week had lost to the hard-right Republican Ron DeSantis, Candace raised her voice and scoffed that he had just had his “Black card declined on a national level!”

“You are allowed to say that,” Charlie said, inferring that as a white male, he could not in fact say that. Then he grinned mischievously, as if to say: Can you believe I found her?

The mostly white audience roared with glee.

That night onstage, Charlie’s trademark confidence never flagged. Even though Democrats had made big gains in that week’s elections, taking the House back from the GOP, handing two seats to Muslim women, and electing the first openly gay governor in nearby Colorado, you’d never know it from Charlie’s upbeat manner.

“. . . It was a good week in Ohio, right?” said the self-proclaimed optimist. “. . . The governor’s race, a lot of statewide offices, a supermajority in the state legislature.”

Candace’s eyes glistened. “It was a red wave!”

The lights piercing down on him, Charlie furrowed his brow and called the new Democratic-led House “the clown parade” and AOC “the Communist from the Bronx.” The crowd howled. “The teachers’ unions,” he continued, “we call them the cartel.”

This act went on for hours, the hard-edged ribbing at times giving way to starkly moralistic pronouncements, as when Owens attacked Democrats’ unsuccessful efforts to thwart the confirmation of Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh. Of the citizens and politicians who sought to hold the nominee accountable for a credible, decades-old accusation of sexual assault, Owens intoned: “These people are evil,” resting a hand on her chest. “In my estimation, they are absolutely evil. And if we don’t band together and fight them, we’re going to lose this country.”

The two claimed Turning Point USA was giving voice to a new “silent majority” of young people who were fed up with the left-leaning agenda pushed by Hollywood, the mainstream media, and the Democratic Party. Watching them together, I noted that, like Trump, they shared a gift for harnessing cultural signifiers and celebritydom, and clearly understood that it was not so much issues that grabbed voters and connected them to candidates, it was emotions. They also had youth on their side, exuding a kinetic, camera-ready energy rare for two people who hadn’t taken a slew of college acting classes, and even rarer in young politicos who purported to care more about budget deficits than Beyoncé. Perhaps most advantageously, they were storming college campuses at an opportune cultural moment, when left-wing college activists who had done so much good work—mainstreaming feminism, empowering the LGBTQ community, and emboldening minority voices—were becoming just as well known for fostering a “cancel culture” that banned controversial speakers, censored students, ousted outspoken professors, and incessantly demanded apologies from those with differing opinions. Having long reported on student politics, I’d seen firsthand that students of all political stripes were starting to get fed up with all the “wokeness.”

I was still inclined to believe that, in spite of cancel-culture backlash, Democrats still had the youth vote in the bag. Trump may have had his grip on certain Boomers and members of the Silent Generation (born between 1928 and 1945), but Generation Z (born in 1997 onward) was, at least according to recent Pew research polls, remarkably inclusive: pro-government, supportive of same-sex marriage, and committed to racial and economic equality. Only about a quarter of voters between eighteen and twenty-three approved of President Trump. Seventy percent of Gen Zers believed that “government should do more to solve problems,” and 62 percent of them said that “increasing racial/ethnic diversity is good for society.” This young generation had grown up with and overwhelmingly approved of President Barack Obama’s progressive policies on transgender rights, universal healthcare, and climate change.

But as I filed from the Cleveland State auditorium along with hundreds of attendees barely older than my high school–aged son, I had an unsettling sense that while young right-wingers were certainly outnumbered by their left-leaning counterparts, they were also showing up at campus political events in surprisingly high numbers, with a distinct desire to be heard. And it seemed naïve to overlook how incredibly inspirited so many of them appeared. That’s when I overheard a group of young people chatting in the CSU lobby, using acronyms that were foreign to me.

“We did a GOA thing last semester,” a doughy-faced young man in rumpled khakis and a gray Campus Clash T-shirt relayed casually. He stood next to a table piled high with Turning Point “swag.”

A girl with long brown hair mentioned some talk about “organizing an NRA U.” And that, she intoned, was a good thing.

Back in my hotel room, I opened my laptop and googled GOA. The event the young man was talking about had been hosted by the Gun Owners of America, a firearm advocacy group with a “no compromise” attitude about gun ownership. NRA U, I soon learned, was short for NRA University, a heavily advertised initiative that brought speakers to colleges around the country to teach students how to debate “anti-gun spin doctors.” The NRA even had a “collegiate coalition,” with the aim of opening campus chapters. I pulled up my files on some of the other ultraconservative activist groups I’d been researching. I noted that they, too, were aggressively peddling their free “training” and “educating” to young people, often by appearing decidedly mainstream. The Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI) didn’t look fringe or obscure. In fact, its flashy website, which invited students to “fill the void” in their education, seemed like the kind of place a lot of intellectual twenty-somethings would find appealing. The home page made it clear that ISI was conservative. But missing was the fact that a sizable chunk of ISI funding came from a foundation run by the powerful DeVos family. And one of its primary goals was to promote the superiority of Judeo-Christian traditions. The website for the Foundation for Economic Education (FEE), backed by some of the richest right-wingers in the country, looked inviting, too. Missing from its homepage was its deep ties to the Koch network.

Also on the list of organizations I’d been exploring was The Gloucester Institute, which sought to sell young African Americans on the free market; and The Leadership Institute, a massive, forty-year-old umbrella organization, with forty-seven different political training classes—all teaching a unique political skill—devoted to producing “a new generation of public policy leaders unwavering in their commitment to free enterprise and limited government.”

It finally crystallized for me: Charlie Kirk and Candace Owens weren’t just some swashbuckling anti-establishment renegades; they were now key players in a heavily endowed, incredibly well-organized and interconnected initiative to lure as many young people into the ultra-conservative cause as possible. Charlie talked about building the most powerful youth movement the American right had ever seen. That evening, I realized: he wasn’t doing it alone.

Could this endeavor succeed?

This book is the result of my quest to find out.

OVER THE NEXT FOUR YEARS, I WOULD FOLLOW THE METEORIC rise of the far-right youth movement largely by following Candace and Charlie, staying as close on their heels as they would let me as they zigzagged across the country to spread their gospel at colleges, churches, and conferences from Washington, D.C., to Newport Beach. I also became fascinated, early on, by another rising star in their world, the rough-and-tumble libertarian Cliff Maloney, who at the time was building the Koch network–affiliated organization Young Americans for Liberty into a political force to be reckoned with and solidifying his own power and pull inside conservative circles. While Candace and Charlie were media stars, Cliff worked largely behind the scenes. If they were the shiny evangelists, he was the master strategist—cut from the same cloth, I came to think, as Karl Rove.

Throughout this time, I spoke with as many young conservative activists as I could to learn what made right-wing politics so alluring to them. My sole job was to get these young activists to open up to me. I was always honest and candid about my own political leanings. Still, even when I vehemently disagreed with their views, I most often held my tongue. “Tell me more about that” was one of my most common responses. As the fifty-something mother of two teenagers, my interest in understanding what made a young person susceptible to right-wing rhetoric was deeply personal. And I suppose I presented as more maternal than menacing. As a result, young people did talk to me. They talked to me a lot.

Many of the ultra-conservative young people I met had been raised by homeschooling parents and in fundamentalist churches in the South, the Midwest, or Central California. They seemed to have missed any teachings on systemic racism and American imperialism. No surprise, then, they tended to blame poverty on the poor and downplay racism as a way to excuse people who were “too lazy” to work, telling me things like: “My parents taught me how to budget, we don’t spend money we don’t have,” and “Anything is possible in America. There’s no reason not to be successful.”

Their views, I would learn, were further cemented at swanky, heavily subsidized conservative conferences, where they were often wined and dined and always entertained by a charismatic cast of speakers, many of whom had become glittering celebrities in their own right. These same speakers repeated the same tropes about the ills of socialism and the destructive liberal agenda. The same pamphlets, paid for by the same right-wing activists who often donated to these causes through secret funding vehicles like DonorsTrust and Donors Capital Fund, were prominently stacked on tables for the taking. (The messaging was strikingly direct: The Minimum Wage Can’t Solve the Poverty Problem, Competitiveness Means Limited Government and Greater Economic Freedom, Defeating the Regulatory State Is Key to America’s Survival as a Free Country.) And when donors did want the credit, it was the same foundation names that kept popping up as bankrollers of the groups sponsoring these gatherings. There was the Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation; the foundations started by the infamous oil magnate Koch Brothers; ones overseen by Liz and Dick Uihlein, whom the New York Times once dubbed “the most powerful conservative couple you’ve never heard of”; and foundations that blossomed under the tutelage of the now-deceased Richard Mellon Scaife, known in giving circles as “the Funding Father of the Right.” All the events were aimed at spreading the hard-right word and teaching young people how to effectively proselytize that gospel to their peers.

BY JANUARY 2019, DATA I HAD CULLED FROM OPEN SOURCE INVESTIGATIVE sites and tax returns of “dark money” nonprofits confirmed that I was onto something even bigger than I’d thought: a deep-pocketed, hyper-organized network of institutions, agencies, and online education outlets that sought total domination of society. And they were working together. To that end, far-right donors were spending tens of millions of dollars a year to target young people, close to three times what their progressive counterparts were dolling out. And their commitment to that cause was only growing. In 2019 alone, DonorsTrust, the largest arch-conservative funding consortium in the country, donated more than $3 million to groups targeting young people and women. Close to a million of that went to Turning Point USA. That same year, Koch family foundations spent $112 million on campus-related programming, more than ten times what they had spent a decade earlier, according to data gathered by the Center for Media and Democracy and the watchdog group UnKoch My Campus.

The deeper I dug into this network, the more apparent its aim: to normalize the far-right’s divisive ideology with the help of charismatic figureheads like Charlie and Candace. The goal was to give it an attractive, relatable face—or as Donald Trump Jr., with whom Charlie would headline rallies in the 2020 campaign, liked to put it: to “show the world we are not terrible people.”

It also became apparent to me that the right’s efforts at harnessing young conservative energy to door knock, phone bank, and take to the web to push arch-conservative ideas was successfully changing the political complexion of the nation, from state legislatures all the way to the White House. What was their next move, and what could be learned from their hyper-organized tactics?

Their playbook, as I think of it now, is not being written from scratch. It’s rooted in an infrastructure that the far right has been building since the 1960s, when conservative activists—many holdovers from Barry Goldwater’s failed presidential bid—united with extraordinarily wealthy private citizens and began organizing to counter America’s progressive tendencies. From the beginning, leaders in the movement understood the power of delivering their message to young people. As Charles Koch opined at a conservative conference in New York City in 1976, there is no other time in people’s lives when they are more “open to a radically different social philosophy.”

An unlikely mix of free-market libertarians, social conservatives, and anti-communists, they peddled the golden image of a bygone era, before the birth of the American welfare state, when government was small and Judeo-Christian values reigned supreme. Over the past five decades, these ultra-privileged donors have worked tirelessly to will the nation their way. During the Obama years, they stealthily underwrote the Tea Party movement. And every step of the way, it should be noted, their foot soldiers imitated the successful strategies of lefty grassroots organizers before them, even co-opting a 1971 guide written for progressive activists: Saul D. Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals: A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals. While Alinsky’s thirteen rules for empowering radical change, including “Power is not only what you have but what the enemy thinks you have” and “Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, and polarize it,” can seem all but forgotten by today’s Democrats, they’ve been effectively harnessed by the right—including the Tea Party and the white supremacist Andrew Anglin. It’s little wonder that the far-right is proving so successful at undoing much of the progress that the grassroots left helped to make—from rolling back abortion rights; to reversing regulatory measures on the fossil fuel industry; to legislating local tax cuts; to thwarting laws that would restrict guns in churches and college campuses; to curbing the teaching of historical realities about our nation’s strengths and weaknesses inside our schools.

Historically, these ideologues and mega-donors had aimed to disrupt the political system as stealthily as possible. Knowing their ideas were objectionable to much of the public, they remained in the shadows, working through PACs, lobbyists, front groups, and politicians. Even much of their work on college campuses was seen as best done behind the scenes. In 1979, the John M. Olin Foundation, a far-right funding source named after the arms manufacturer John Olin, initiated the “beachhead” strategy, a way to discreetly spread conservative ideas by funding professorships, grants, publications, and entire campus centers at top universities. What happened at these universities, the theory went, had a trickle-up effect. The mode of thinking swirling through the campus would eventually find its way into the mainstream, reshaping institutions, courts, and government. In a 2005 essay, James Piereson, then the head of the foundation, offered tips for his philanthropic comrades seeking to spread their influence through the beachhead strategy, including: don’t attract unwanted attention by using political-sounding names for the professorships and campus centers.

Today, however, many on the right openly hawk an arch-conservative agenda that’s purposefully designed to dazzle disaffected young students into joining their ranks, and they are willing to do just about anything to be heard. It’s in this climate that firebrands like Candace and Charlie have redefined and reenergized the culture wars that had seemingly been fought to a standstill under President Barack Obama. Turning Point USA—along with groups like the Koch network–connected libertarian outfit Young Americans for Liberty, the NRA’s collegiate arm, Students for Life, and the online education site PragerU, a breeding ground for ultra-right influencers—is giving voice to what they call a “silent majority” of young people who are receptive to their seductively clean-cut narratives: student debt is the fault of an overly paid academic elite; illegal immigrants and lazy welfare recipients drain our treasury; identity politics undermine our culture and impinge on our freedoms; and government is not to be trusted.

There is a hopeful supposition among many on the left that the rise of the far right is a temporary glitch in society’s fabric that will, despite the indelible horrors of January 6, 2021, eventually dissipate in the post-Trump era. Having gained unprecedented access to today’s most influential far-right youth groups and their captains, I will argue otherwise.

Right up to the deadly attack on the U.S. Capitol, none of these leaders seemed all that surprised by the right-wing rage engulfing the nation—in large part, it seemed to me, because they had spent years fomenting that rage. In Charlie’s case, his group Students for Trump heavily promoted the #Stopthesteal march online. Then Turning Point Action, one of his sister organizations, sent busloads of protesters to Washington, D.C. One of the apparent riders stormed the Capitol and has been charged with assaulting several police officers. (As of this writing, he has reached a plea agreement with the government, the terms of which have not yet been made public.) For Charlie and many others in the ultra-conservative movement, this was just the beginning of a new era, where rage against the left has morphed into a full-fledged battle against tyranny. “We have warned against this,” Charlie remarked on January 6, as he and his podcast team monitored the riots—adding a few minutes later that as far as he was concerned, what was transpiring was “predictable.” As of that point, no one had died.

While it’s true that young people still vote overwhelmingly blue, and that a wide swath of them support dynamic progressive leaders like Stacey Abrams, Elizabeth Warren, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, what deserves close attention is the growing fervor and radicalization of those young people who already consider themselves conservative. A review of three national studies of 10 million respondents between 1970 and 2015, conducted by researchers at San Diego State University and Florida Atlantic University, tells us that when Baby Boomers were polled as they were finishing up twelfth grade, about 17 percent identified as far right. When asked more recently, about 22 percent of twelfth graders identified as such. Some polling also shows that young voters, while more liberal than their parents on issues like same-sex marriage, legalizing marijuana, and the death penalty, are more likely than their parents to take libertarian positions on issues like gun control and national healthcare.

These young voters are also more likely than their parents to find themselves disenchanted with political parties and less likely to say one party represents them better than another. This indicates that young voters may in fact be more up for grabs than the left has acknowledged. And conservative youth groups seem to understand this, as they seek new and increasingly innovative ways to lure students to the right, like first attracting them through issues with bipartisan appeal. For libertarian groups, that means emphasizing criminal justice and drug legalization laws. For Turning Point USA, that means standing against campus wokeness. These issues can be and often are used as gateways to more radical ideas.

AS THIS BOOK HEADS TO PUBLICATION, WE’RE APPROACHING THE 2022 midterms and the 2024 presidential election. If there was ever a moment for the Democrats to draw inspiration from their grassroots-driven victories of the past—from women’s suffrage to civil rights to sending the first Black president to the White House—this would be it.

The reality is that firebrands like Candace and Charlie are already ten steps ahead. They don’t need to win over many young people to the GOP to make a big impact if they can simply continue to activate their growing base of radicalized young Republicans.

Cliff, too, with his tactical game plan, one that I watched him unfurl over the course of this reporting, has helped author a powerful political schema designed to snag disgruntled undecideds, particularly young men, to a screw-you government libertarianism that promises a kind of every-man-for-himself, independent dignity that the Democrats aren’t selling. Even as Cliff faces a slew of allegations—and, as this book goes to print, a criminal court battle—his confidence in his ability to serve the liberty movement has been largely unwavering.

If these activists and their followers are successful, their impact will no doubt play forward for years to come. The outcome: a generation of free-market natives who will enter their twenties and thirties with individualistic principles so socially conservative and economically punishing that they risk further threatening our very understanding of American democracy.

In other words, the far right’s success at selling their counter-narrative to the next generation will likely determine the kind of America our children will inherit—and the stakes could not be higher.

Many of us have long conceived of the United States as distinct from certain nations in Southeast Asia, parts of Eastern Europe, and the Middle East, where oligarchical governments and religious persecution have stamped out democracy. But if the far-right youth movement continues to spread unrivaled, the United States of America risks joining our reactionary neighbors in an international repudiation of pluralism, in favor of theocracy and oligarchy—systems that can now feel so normalized at home that, frighteningly, they seem to elicit no more than a collective shrug from some young people.

In the coming pages, I’ll take you back to the Obama era, Charlie Kirk’s high school days, Cliff Maloney’s college years, and the early days of Candace Owens’s rise to prominence, showing you exactly where some of the most impassioned conservative influencers came from and how they became emboldened activists.

Ambitious, power-hungry, and willing to stop at nothing to do what many of them say is God’s work, today’s far-right political influencers have co-written the playbook for winning young hearts and minds in the social media era. That playbook is here, in their stories. What will we take from it?




Part I




Chapter One

The Rise of a White, Male Obama-Hater

In early winter 2009, as Barack Obama was adjusting to the demands of the Oval Office and life inside the White House, excitement about America’s first Black president reverberated through the cacophonous halls of Wheeling High School, a large, increasingly diverse school on the outskirts of Chicago—the very town that birthed the forty-fourth president’s political career. But if there was one Wheeling student who was firmly inoculated against Obama fever, it was Charlie Kirk, a lanky freshman, already north of six feet, who would one day call America’s first Black president a “National Disgrace.”

“If you were not wholeheartedly worshipping the guy you were considered like the worst human being ever,” Charlie would later explain, adding: “Well, that was me, and I found a lot of satisfaction in it.”

In 2009, many of the high schools that made up Chicago’s suburban collar were still quietly segregated learning communities that boasted mostly-white parent associations and heavily endowed education funds that bankrolled luxurious upgrades to theater departments and school gyms.

Not Wheeling. Sometimes referred to as “the ugly duckling,” it drew from a spattering of middle-class subdivisions, like the one Charlie’s father, Robert, a local architect, had designed and that Charlie’s family lived in. But it also pulled from modest blocks of low-hanging ranches and postage stamp–sized yards as well as a series of squat apartment complexes built in the 1970s that surrounded the school. These blocks—tucked behind thick ribbons of highway that led commuters out to the interstate—housed the area’s growing Latino population, men and women who had arrived with families in tow but without papers, fleeing vicious drug wars in northern Mexico and Peru. They worked as gardeners, housekeepers, and mechanics, as they pursued futures for their children that were no longer possible back home.

Wheeling was a trailblazer, but not an outlier. Neighborhood schools in nearby Rolling Meadows and Elk Grove Village were experiencing similar influxes. Indeed, as Charlie wound his way through high school, suburban America was changing. Wealthy white professionals were moving en masse to newly gentrified urban neighborhoods, while poor Black, Hispanic, and East Asian families were being priced out of cities and heading to the ’burbs. Indian grocery stores and Spanish-language daycare centers were popping up in and around Wheeling, but also on the edges of middle-class subdivisions all over the country in what was once lily-white terrain—changing the face of suburban Detroit, New York, and Chicago and injecting a more international flair into these once purposefully anodyne locales.

The change—by 2010, minorities made up more than a third of all suburban residents in the United States—spurred studies about school integration and white papers on how to serve the varied needs of this new suburbia. It also shifted the political landscape. Once reliably Republican suburbs were increasingly voting blue, at least for a while. Obama took all the ones in Illinois in 2008 and most all of them in 2012. And local school boards were increasingly preoccupied with the needs of students of color. By the early 2000s, Wheeling’s elementary schools needed so many Spanish-speaking teachers they were hiring them from Spain.

That September, as Charlie, a Reagan-obsessed fourteen-year-old, was learning how to navigate Wheeling’s bustling hallways, Wheeling was doing its own adjusting. After years of demographic change, it had flipped—just a year earlier—from a mostly white school to a mostly Black, brown, and Asian one. Charlie was a minority in his high school, outnumbered in classrooms, hallways, and athletic fields by young people of color.

Wheeling’s principal Lazaro Lopez didn’t just welcome students from diverse backgrounds, he made a successful career out of accommodating them, earning himself an Illinois Principal of the Year award. Wheeling held regularly scheduled Spanish-language family nights, produced a bilingual parent newsletter, and affectionately referred to the school’s soccer team, made up of the sons of die-hard “futbol” fans, as Los Gatos, a nod to the school’s efforts to be inclusive and open. The other teams maintained their original name: the Wild Cats.

This was the fast-changing universe young Charlie faced as he glinted toward adulthood and puzzled about what kind of man he would become. He was growing up in the backyard of a president he despised, during a time when the power structures and demographic makeup of his childhood home were forever changing, in a school where the status of a young white man was diminishing, and in a nation where the power and pull of people of color was on the rise. Charlie’s father had built many of the homes and at least one of the glass and steel office buildings that jutted into the sky in and around Wheeling High School, helping to form the physical makeup of the suburban region where he grew up. But it was the hundreds of aspiring immigrants and their sons and daughters who sat next to him in classes, fought with him on athletic fields, and rustled through the halls with him who were now setting the tone. America was changing. And the American suburbs were where a lot of that change was happening, as it increasingly welcomed a diverse crowd of young people seeking opportunity and advancement. Charlie Kirk would soon lead a movement that sought to stop at least some of them from reaching their goals.

In later years, during conference speeches and chats with me, Charlie would profess a cheerful admiration for his school’s ethnic makeup and for the school as a whole. “Wheeling has been great to the Kirks,” he wrote in a post around the time of his younger sister’s graduation in 2014. But that benevolent telling contradicted a harsher view Charlie would later hold about some immigrants in America. One high school friend described those views like this: There were good ones; they were documented and paid taxes. And there were bad ones. Charlie would later refer to the latter as “trespassing foreign nationals.”

The high school Charlie attended had a stated mission of integrating recent immigrants—almost all of them non-white—into American economic and cultural life. He understood the challenges poor people, immigrants, and the disenfranchised faced. In fact, he watched their struggles up close, for years.

“I knew people that were in this country illegally,” he said years later. “I went to high school with them. So, for me, it was really a personal connection.”

CHARLIE’S CHILDHOOD HOME—A FIVE-BEDROOM BRICK MCMANSION with a three-car garage and a spacious backyard—lacked the refinement and historic charm of the Tudors and late-stage Victorians that graced tonier suburbs like Winnetka, Glencoe, and Wilmette that surrounded him. But for Prospect Heights the Kirks appeared to have made it. Many classmates at Wheeling, and before at Douglas MacArthur Middle School, considered Charlie rich.

Charlie’s father, Robert, a square-shouldered descendant of German immigrants, spent his teen years in an upscale Long Island bedroom community, thirty miles from midtown Manhattan, where the mostly white residents lived in large homes, paid high taxes, and sent their children to top-rated Jericho High School. Robert graduated from the University of Oregon with a degree in architecture, then cut his teeth at a series of architecture firms in Chicago before launching his own firm, designing and building a series of middle-class subdivisions and luxury estates along the scenic shores of Lake Michigan.

In his book The MAGA Doctrine, Charlie describes one project in particular his father contributed to: New York City’s Trump Tower. Architectural work was contracted out to the Manhattan firm Swanke Hayden Connell, where Charlie’s father worked as a project architect. Charlie describes his father’s interaction with Donald Trump as remarkably positive. And yet the relationship with the firm ended in typical Trumpian fashion: with legal wrangling over delays. Documents show Trump was eventually awarded $1.75 million in damages, while the firm was conferred $250,000 in fees.

Charlie’s mother, Kathy, was a petite woman with dark-brown curls that hinted at her Polish American roots. Her relatives on her mother’s side had come to North America on crowded steamships in the late 1800s, escaping annexed Poland and the discrimination at the hands of the Russians, Prussians, and Austro-Hungarians that followed. Kathy grew up a half hour away from Prospect Heights in Downers Grove, a onetime prairie town turned bedroom community that had met the challenges of the region’s rapacious growth from nineteenth-century farming hub to modern-day Chicago suburb with relative ease. After college, Kathy worked as a trader at the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, and when her children were older, she went back to school to get a degree in mental health counseling, eventually landing a job as a therapist. Charlie credits her with helping him develop compassion.

Kathy and Robert were moderate Republicans, newspaper readers, and voters. They were supportive of Charlie’s growing interest in politics, alerting family members when their son made one of his first appearances on Fox News: “The first time, it was a big event and we had all of our relatives watch,” Robert Kirk told a local reporter in 2013. “. . . Now, it’s almost routine.”

But they were not news fanatics. Charlie was the family anomaly.

If Charlie embraced the life of a modern-day Alex Keaton, extolling the virtues of the free market and glorifying Reagan to his classmates, his sister Mary—two years younger—presented as the family lefty. In high school, Mary was a quirky creative, interested in art and dance, and a big reader. She spent a year as an au pair in the Berlin suburbs, then graduated from the University of Illinois with a degree in art history. Charlie has referred to Mary, half-jokingly, as a “Communist.” Mary has been dismissive of Charlie’s politics, too. And once, to annoy her brother, one of Charlie’s classmates says, she took a book he was reading about Ted Cruz and put it in the freezer. She supported Bernie Sanders in 2016, posting on her Facebook page a photo of a bird perched on a podium in front of the silver-haired candidate, writing: “I was the bird.”

AS A YOUNG BOY, CHARLIE ATTENDED A CHRISTIAN ELEMENTARY school near home, founded by a group of local suburban families who sought a biblical-based education for their children. It was at Christian Heritage Academy, he would later tell audiences, that he met teachers who encouraged him to give his “life to Christ.” Charlie was an antsy and energetic student, the kind who couldn’t sit still, so much so that “if the kind of overlords-to-be were in charge of my upbringing as they are today,” he once said, they would have diagnosed him with ADHD and medicated him. But Charlie says his father took a more laissez-faire approach and thought the best thing to do for his growing son was to keep him busy.

By the time Charlie arrived at MacArthur Middle School, he was playing football and basketball, attending band practice and Eagle Scout meetings. He was also developing a “fire for politics,” distinguishing himself from many of his classmates. After a teacher trash-talked then-president George W. Bush in class one day, Charlie began to do his own research, boning up on the theories of Milton Friedman, the Nobel Prize–winning economist and right-wing icon who birthed Ronald Reagan’s controversial trickle-down economics theory in the 1980s. The idea that giving tax breaks to businesses was the best way to help America spoke to young Charlie, who was close to his father and admired the work ethic and drive that had enabled him to build his architecture firm from scratch. Charlie also knew that when the economy faltered—as it did in 2007—it was businesses like his father’s that were vulnerable. His family felt the recession, he would later say.

The 2008 presidential race further sparked Charlie’s preternatural interest in politics. He debated climate change, the ills of entitlement programs, and the importance of fiscal responsibility in the school cafeteria with a select group of friends. As the election season heated up, he told one of his debating buddies, whom he sometimes referred to as Mr. Liberal, that he worried John McCain, the Arizona senator and decorated war hero, was about to lose. One year, in that young man’s yearbook, he signed his note: “Future President Charlie.”

Once Charlie arrived at Wheeling High School, he began to craft a political identity on a more public scale. But it was a slow process. His freshman year, he was seen by at least one classmate as an eccentric loudmouth with poor social skills. A lot of people found Charlie amusing, the classmate said. “Here’s this crazy political guy. He’ll never get anywhere.”

But by the end of junior year, that impression was changing. That summer, Charlie signed up to volunteer for the U.S. Senate campaign of Republican state representative Mark Kirk, whom he was not related to, making phone calls, knocking on doors, and handing out literature, often in the sweltering heat, accepting the drudgery but also soaking up the energy and excitement of a tight race. Kirk was a pro-choice moderate who supported gun control positions Charlie did not hold—and he was a raging foe of the local Tea Party activists Charlie would soon align himself with. But he was also vying for the same swing seat once held by someone Charlie hated: Barack Obama.

In front of audiences, Charlie frequently gives the impression that he was a hardworking high schooler with a decent shot of getting into an elite American college. Classmates remember him differently. He once told his chemistry teacher that he did not believe in homework. As far as sports, he was captain of the varsity basketball and football teams, praised for his free throw shot, and considered one of the basketball team’s stars. But neither of those teams was very good. Charlie’s senior year, the basketball team won two out of twenty-four games. The football team won two out of seven. Incidentally, it was the Gatos, Wheeling’s dogged soccer team, filled with athletes whose parents heralded from Mexico and Central and South America, that elicited admiration from the student body, regularly making the Illinois championships and earning trophies for the school’s display cases.

When it came to extracurriculars, Charlie did excel as an Eagle Scout, spending part of his senior year building a wheelchair ramp for an elderly neighbor. He prominently displayed the almost finished ramp on his Facebook page. Yet being an Eagle Scout, his classmates said, was considered a relatively low-status extracurricular activity at a school with an award-winning speech and debate team and a talented Jazz Program that traveled around the country.

Wheeling was a heavily tracked school, and Advanced Placement and Honors classes were where high-achieving, middle-class white kids tended to cluster. Charlie did land in a few AP classes. Increasingly confident about his politics and rebellious by nature, this is where he began to show off his politically pugnacious side.

He poked at liberal teachers with whom he disagreed, dismissing them as “Post-modern, Neo-Marxists” and began to treat them as not just ideological opponents but actual enemies. “It drove them nuts. And I found enjoyment in it,” he says.

One time, when a teacher wrote on the board that guns kill people, he asked provocatively, “Do forks make people fat?”

On several occasions, Charlie has said that he was kicked out of class for saying unpopular things. But classmates who were there at the time have challenged that telling. As they remember it, Charlie was often told to pipe down, not so much because of his views, but because he was rude, making the atmosphere inside the classroom unsettling. Despite his later assertions that liberals are dead set on their ideas and intolerant of dissent, classmates said that Charlie had “a superiority complex” and did not tolerate disagreement. Still, they must have recognized something impressive about him. In 2012, his senior year, Charlie was nominated “Most Likely To Take Over The World.”

IN LATE SUMMER 2011, AS HIS SENIOR YEAR WAS ABOUT TO START, Charlie Kirk, increasingly enthralled by opportunities to buck authority, saw an opening. District officials had just announced they were doubling the price of the twenty-five-cent sugar cookies that many students saw as the only decent thing on offer in Wheeling’s cafeteria. Charlie launched a Facebook group protesting the price hike, exhorting his four hundred followers with daily rallying cries: “Do not buy the cookies. Do not buy the cookies.” He adopted “Fight the Power,” Public Enemy’s militant call to arms, as his campaign’s theme song, pairing it with a clip from the video. He threatened that anyone who didn’t participate in his boycott would be “shunned.” He goaded a Korean American student to “Add ur Asian friends,” urged freshmen to “pick up the slack,” and told students who questioned the protest: “If you don’t support it, leave.”

By October, the boycotters had won, sort of. Cookies went back to being twenty-five cents, but they were now from a new distributor and not as tasty, students said. And Charlie had moved on to a new obsession: the national Tea Party movement, which was becoming a powerful political force in the Chicago area. Charlie had been following the movement since its genesis in February 2009. That’s when Rick Santelli, a former trader turned CNBC business newscaster reporting on the floor of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, let out a raucous rant against President Obama’s recently announced mortgage bailout plan.

“How many of you people want to pay for your neighbors’ mortgage that has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills, raise their hand,” exhorted Santelli. “President Obama, are you listening?” Hoarse with rage and energized by the traders who whooped behind him, Santelli continued: “We’re thinking of having a Chicago Tea Party in July. All you capitalists who want to show up to Lake Michigan, I’m going to start organizing.” And the rest is history.

Some contend the Tea Party movement was simply a reaction to Obama’s bank bailout, his answer to a fiscal crisis that threatened to land the country in another depression, and the hard-fought Affordable Care Act that had narrowly passed in 2010. But many journalists on the ground saw it also as a dog whistle, motivated by a hate that simply couldn’t be separated from race. At least some of the protesters who marched around their downtowns brandished handmade signs with disturbing racial imagery. Obama’s Plan: White Slavery read one held up at a rally in Madison, Wisconsin. A sign at another gathering around that same time declared: A Village in Kenya Is Missing Its Idiot: Deport Obama! Animosity against the then president was particularly strong in the Chicago area, where monied GOP operatives harbored a deep resentment that this president had sprung from their own town. Obama, driven and independent, hadn’t waited to be anointed by the local political powerbrokers. Instead, he had launched his political career by elevatoring up to the offices of the wealthiest Democratic donors. Then, he’d harnessed the internet and grassroots campaigning in innovative ways—a magic mix that landed him in the White House, but that also defied how traditional party politics worked in the Chicago area.

As much as Charlie hated Obama, he was in awe of his political prowess, how he had leveraged social media, politics, and on-the-ground organizing to win the Oval Office. The GOP had begun studying the Obama playbook, too. The big takeaway was Internet, Internet, Internet. But Charlie saw something his elders didn’t necessarily see in quite the neon colors: it was also about the kids. Obama had given tens of thousands of young lefties a place to channel their pent-up political energy. Charlie would soon decide he wanted to do the same—for his friends on the right.

THE SPRING OF HIS SENIOR YEAR, ON THE STAGE OF A SMALL, darkened theater near his house, Charlie, in a pale blue oxford and crumpled khakis, clutched a bulbous microphone to his mouth. Swaying back and forth in a pair of dress shoes, he let it rip.

“We can influence the youth to understand the issues and make it okay to be conservative,” he bellowed, a goofy, self-satisfied smile creeping onto his face.

Charlie was standing before a gathering of Illinois Tea Party activists, many more than three times his age. He was with Mikey Diamond, a fellow political junkie who attended nearby Buffalo Grove High School.

The cookie wars behind him, Charlie and Diamond, with the help of Diamond’s then girlfriend Maria Krutikova, had launched a political youth group called SOS Liberty. Now regulars on the local Tea Party circuit, they careened into the suburban parking lots of hotels, steakhouses, and rotary club meeting halls, giving short talks about “fiscal responsibility” and spendthrift politicians. Sometimes they brought along a slideshow entitled “Visualizing the Debt,” a teaching tool they’d designed over meals together at the local Chipotle and during brainstorming sessions in Diamond’s basement.

“High schoolers all over Illinois are now starting to get our message,” Charlie continued, as he stood there looking nervous but resolute.

From the other side of the stage, Diamond, short, with a bowl cut and a crackling Kermit the Frog voice, added his two cents. “When you hear the number fifteen, sixteen trillion dollars, what does this mean?” he asked, referring to the national debt. “It just sounds like a really, really big number.”

Charlie jumped in after Diamond with a brief history lesson, his reductive version of how-we-got-here. He traced the nation’s ballooning budget deficit back to the decision to go off the gold standard in the 1970s, then launched into a tirade about “baseline budgeting,” a maneuver that allows communities to predict future spending, but that critics say paves the way for routine budget hikes, while discouraging cuts. Charlie was still an awkward teenager, his eyes anxiously darting around the room. But not yet out of high school, he already managed to command a stage. He had an attitude, one that said: “Look at me . . . I’m going places.”

He was also already embracing the alarm tactics that would soon characterize so many of the speeches he gave to young people.

“We owe $600 billion to China,” he began, stoking fears about China, something that would later become a regular habit. “China can manipulate our actions if they decide to. They can control us with our debt and that’s a threat to our freedom and liberty every single day.

“We cannot sleep,” he told the room. “We cannot let tyranny get farther in life.”

Soon, the SOS Liberty group grew. More students from Buffalo Grove joined—the son of an Italian restaurant owner, an award-winning Speech and Debater, a high school baseball player who wanted to work on Wall Street. Members made kitschy videos with the help of a classmate headed to NYU to study film. One, titled I believe, featured shots of children playing at the beach, flags waving, and scenes of the New York City skyline. “Join us as we work to preserve the American dream for future generations,” a group of teenagers in khakis, yoga pants, and jeans recited in unison. Charlie was at the center of the group, a red T-shirt hanging over his crumpled khakis, his winning smile exuding charisma. He was camera-ready.

Along the way, Charlie began developing ties with local pols: Tea Party leader Denise Cattoni, an animated mortgage broker with a special needs son, enraged by mortgage lending laws that pushed so many of her clients out of their homes; and Joe Walsh, a recently elected congressman representing Chicago’s northern suburbs, who was an outspoken libertarian with a brash, in-your-face style. On top of that, Charlie published a piece in Breitbart News and landed an appearance with Diamond and Krutikova on none other than Fox & Friends.

Diamond’s dad had driven them to the Fox News headquarters on Michigan Avenue in downtown Chicago to make the sunrise slot. Diamond and Krutikova had passed muster with pat answers and nervous smiles, but Charlie, gesturing like a political pro, had forcefully appealed to the camera: “We think it is time for our generation to step up to the plate and sound the SOS signal to Washington.”

Krutikova says Charlie could be distant and arrogant during these early years, though the two were friends. His admiration for religious leaders surprised her. Sometimes during walks together around a nearby lake to reduce senior-year stress, he would cite Bible verses or suggest she listen to Joel Osteen, a Texas televangelist and self-help guru. But he didn’t always act in ethical ways, she says. Their senior year, when they were first building SOS Liberty, she says Charlie used her Facebook password and started joining conservative women’s Facebook groups around the country, posing as her so he could then invite them to SOS Liberty’s page and publicize the group. At the time, she shrugged it off, chalking it up to his passion for the cause. But in retrospect, she thinks it was weird. She recalls that, towards the end of senior year, he also once advised her to throw some classmates under the bus when she got in trouble for posting a silly lewd comment on a classroom chat board. She was surprised by the advice and did not take it. That’s not very Christian of you, she recalls thinking.

CHARLIE, ALREADY ENVISIONING A CAREER IN POLITICS, HAD HIS ambitions set on West Point, the federal service academy that had educated Mike Pompeo and Civil War generals Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee. He planned to spend four years developing physical and mental discipline, do his military service, and eventually go into politics. But he was deferred and eventually stunned to learn he had been denied admission.

In the coming years, Charlie would cite a number of reasons why West Point turned him down. One childhood friend remembers him blaming the denial on his celiac disease.

A few years later, he would complain that he had lost the slot to a “far less qualified applicant” who had been “of a different gender and a different persuasion.”

“I kind of got the short end of the stick,” he told a crowd in 2015, later insisting that he was being sarcastic. Another time he denied having made the recorded statement at all, dismissing it as “fake news.” The year he graduated, no one got into West Point from Wheeling. And when one student did, a year later, he was a top student whom Wheeling’s principal referred to as “simply an astounding young man.”

Charlie accepted a slot at Baylor University, a medium-sized Baptist University in Waco, Texas, where drinking and sex outside of marriage were prohibited. It seemed like a decent fit. Charlie was openly religious. He did not drink in high school and told at least one friend he planned to wait to have sex until marriage. At the time conservative firebrand Ken Starr, who had been the independent counsel that investigated the Monica Lewinsky scandal, was president of the university, with a mission to raise money and the school’s profile. Attending Baylor was a smart move for an up-and-coming GOP operative.

BUT GOD HAD DIFFERENT PLANS FOR CHARLIE. ONE AFTERNOON, shortly before his high school graduation, Charlie was speaking before a crowd of four hundred at a youth engagement event hosted by Benedictine University outside of Chicago. “Washington is spending your future away,” he thundered from his perch beneath a basketball hoop. “Spending my future away, spending our children’s future away. But you know what? We can still turn this around. We can bring this ship back up.” His microphone cackled as he stared up at the gym bleachers, plaintively, already exhibiting the infectious speaking style he would continue to hone.

Bill Montgomery, a seventy-one-year-old Tea Party activist with a head of silver hair, was in the audience that day. Montgomery was a serial entrepreneur from nearby Lemont, a onetime quarry town of sixteen thousand located thirty minutes from Chicago. He’d owned a Cajun restaurant, run a small newspaper chain that specialized in local news, worked as a sales and marketing director for various pharmaceutical companies, and headed up a suburban printing company. Now the retired jack-of-all-trades had extra time on his hands.

As the crowd was thinning out, he approached Charlie and made a suggestion that would change his life. “You don’t know me,” he said. “But you can’t go to college.”

Montgomery was an incurable gadgeteer and Starbucks regular who favored thick print ties and usually had multiple phones in his pocket. He loved politics, particularly now as Tea Party activism had become all the rage among Chicago-area patriots like himself. A person could spend almost every evening attending rallies, talks, and meetings for new groups, old groups, or groups you wanted to start. Montgomery also loved mentoring young people and was always looking for fresh talent, a young person with solid conservative values to get behind and cheer on.

Montgomery would later tell Bloomberg reporter Julie Bykowicz that Charlie’s speech was “practically Reaganesque,” a high compliment for a lover of The Gipper. Montgomery saw raw political talent in Charlie, someone who might be able to help spread the free-market ideals he believed in. Soon he and Charlie were brainstorming inside area coffee shops. At first what they came up with was a loose idea, but it quickly took shape. He and Charlie would start a group that would seek to attract the next generation to conservatism, a kind of Moveon.org for the right. Or better yet, an ad agency for unfettered capitalism. They’d start local and then expand. Charlie would be the face of it; Montgomery would work behind the scenes. He’d capitalize on his printing experience to help the group produce eye-catching promo material and use his sales acumen to create buzz. Together, they’d stop the hemorrhaging of young people to the left, a sort of revenge of the conservatives. They would take to the road and grow the heck out of it. There was no telling how far they could go.

Charlie talked it over with his parents. Not going to college wasn’t exactly part of their plan for him. But they agreed to a short-term deferral. A gap, not an abandonment. Classmates and friends were skeptical, though. They were certain he was making a terrible mistake. But Charlie was, as always, confident, certain that he didn’t have to do what everybody else was doing. One friend said he had the impression that Charlie, always thinking about his political résumé, just didn’t want to settle for a mid-tier college. Not going, the friend surmised, probably looked better in his eyes. It was unique. It was daring. And it would allow him to fast track up the ladder. Furthermore, Charlie was paying for college himself. And those who knew him knew he didn’t like wasting money unnecessarily.

In the beginning, the plan was actually to enroll in January. But Charlie never did. The young man who launched the largest college recruitment effort in the history of the conservative movement, sharing with donors on a daily basis the indoctrinating
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