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INTRODUCTION

Rahm Emanuel was racing down the highway from Albany to Utica on the forty seventh trip of his two-year campaign to win back the House. He'd just come from a fund-raiser for a struggling candidate named Kirsten Gillibrand, and his next stop was a tiny senior center in Utica where he would schmooze with senior citizens on behalf of an other candidate. Evening would find him in Syracuse, urging two dozen Democrats to give money to still a third congressional hopeful. It was October 26, 2006, and the pressure was becoming hard to tolerate. With Election Day twelve days away, Emanuel and the Democrats soon would either cap an unprecedented campaign by retaking the House, ensuring Emanuel's political future, or they would blow it yet again, and he would become another in a long line of Democratic failures. Polls showing a likely Democratic victory only increased the pressure; anything less would now be seen as a disaster. President Bush and other top Republicans were confidently assuring the Democrats their hopes of victory were ill-founded. Emanuel, like other Democrats, faced a perpetual fear that the Republicans would find a way to snatch away the victory, as they had done to devastating effect in each of the previous three elections.

Every decision Emanuel made in these final days was immediately second-guessed and criticized: where to spend money, what message to push, which Republicans to attack. Fear of fatal error was constant. The drive from Albany to Utica on this cloudy afternoon took about ninety minutes, and Emanuel spent virtually every one of those minutes on his cell phone with candidates, strategists, reporters, contributors. At one point he put his hand over the receiver and asked the driver to stop so he could use the rest room. As the driver pulled into a rest stop, Emanuel continued talking on the phone, never taking a break, as he entered the bathroom and relieved himself at a urinal.

The last thing Emanuel needed at this point was a lecture from someone sitting in Washington. But he found himself on a conference call with two of his top consultants, James Carville and Stan Greenberg. They were old friends as well as two of the best known strategists in Democratic politics. Emanuel had known Carville, with his famous bald head and Cajun bark, since they'd worked together on Bill Clinton's 1992 presidential campaign. They talked so often, their wives joked that they should install an 800 number. By this point in the campaign they were frequently fighting; Carville would tell Emanuel that the Democrats would fail—“It doesn't look so good out there,” he'd say—just to get a rise out of him. “He's driving me crazy. I'm probably driving him crazy,” Carville said around this time. “We're probably bad for each other. We talk seven times a day. We're like an old married couple.” As for Greenberg, a pollster, Emanuel made his home in Greenberg's basement when he was in Washington.

But on the ride to Utica, any tone of camaraderie evaporated. Carville and Greenberg told Emanuel his candidates needed to wrap up their campaigns with ads promising to “move beyond partisanship” and “work to change Washington.” Emanuel was reluctant to impose this sort of cookie-cutter message, but Carville and Greenberg kept pressing. Finally, Emanuel's entire body tensed and he exploded at Carville, “James—No, James, you listen. Can you listen for one fucking minute? I'm working these campaigns all the time. The campaigns all have different textures.” Undaunted, Carville kept interrupting. “Okay, what am I too stupid to understand?” Emanuel said, gripping the little silver phone with all his might.

Emanuel reminded Carville that he did not have the power to order candidates to air specific commercials. “I know it comes as a rude shock, but every one of these media consultants doesn't like having it shoved down their throats,” Emanuel said. “It takes a lot of time. I'm working it race by race.” All the tension of the campaign's final stretch, with any number of critics telling Emanuel he had to take their advice or the Democrats would blow their best chance in a generation, boiled over. Emanuel's voice was shrill, breaking with the stress. Carville and Greenberg urged him to exercise his leadership and force the campaigns to bend to his will. This was too much. “I am exercising it, with every fucking fiber in my body,” Emanuel shouted. “If you don't see what you like, I highly recommend you pick up the fucking phone and do it yourself.” His friends told him to relax. “I am fucking relaxed, but I'm telling you I'm trying to get it done,” Emanuel said.

The midterm elections of 2006 came at a pivotal time in American politics. With the reelection of a Republican president, Senate, and House in 2004, Republicans were looking forward to a generation of GOP dominance, hoping to rival Franklin D. Roosevelt's accomplishment for the Democrats seventy years earlier. With the South firmly in their control and evangelical conservatives marching like soldiers to the polling place, Republicans faced no foreseeable prospect of losing power. Yet undercurrents of anxiety ran through the electorate. George Bush's presidency had been driven by the September 11 terrorist attacks and the Iraq war that followed, and Bush had been reelected by a nation concerned about its security. But the war was not going well, and the pillars of middle-class economic security, such as health care and retirement benefits, seemed shakier than ever. The Congress installed by the 2006 election would face those challenges. More immediately, it would control the final two years of a president who'd enjoyed great political success and governed almost exclusively with a Congress of his own party. This election would largely determine Bush's legacy, and it would set the stage for the presidential election of 2008, when for the first time in decades neither a sitting president nor vice president would be seeking the nomination.

All that seemed remote in December 2004, when House Democratic leader Nancy Pelosi, tired of being in the minority and driven to become the first woman Speaker of the House, asked Emanuel to take on the thankless job of running the Democratic campaign. Every two years, party leaders chose lawmakers to spearhead their House and Senate campaigns—recruiting candidates, raising money, crafting strategy. Often this job went to a distinguished senior statesman. Emanuel, on the other hand, was new to Congress, having just been elected to his second term. But he was known as a political assassin, willing to launch relentless, nasty attacks on his opponents, and Pelosi believed that was what the Democrats needed when she appointed Emanuel chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, or DCCC. Not that there was any committee in the normal sense; it was just Emanuel, his DCCC staff of about a hundred, and whatever lawmakers he chose to involve in the campaign.

No one expected the Democrats actually to win control of the House. The obstacles to knocking off sitting congressmen were simply too great. At best, if the Democrats were lucky, they might retake a handful of the fifteen seats they needed for the majority, and perhaps set the stage for finishing the job in 2008.

Into that difficult landscape stepped Emanuel. In a world where congressmen referred to each other as “my distinguished colleague” or “my good friend from Illinois,” Emanuel often was unable to get through a single sentence without several obscenities. He was forty-five when the campaign began. He had risen through Chicago politics before joining Bill Clinton's presidential campaign and becoming one of his closest advisors. Emanuel's politics were carefully centrist, but his style was extremist. Impatient at delay and resistance, he sought to force action through sheer willpower. He browbeat or harangued associates and subordinates when he wanted something done. When he joined Clinton's team as a fund-raiser, he yelled at donors he felt were not giving enough. He mailed a dead fish to a pollster with whom he'd had a dispute. Part of his right-middle finger had been severed when he was a teenager, adding to his aura of toughness—especially when he extended that middle finger, which he did with some regularity. At the White House, his abrasive style had so alienated his colleagues that he was demoted; even so, Emanuel battled relentlessly and pushed through two of Clinton's signature initiatives, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and a crime bill.

Five foot eight and 150 pounds, Emanuel was always moving, jiggling his foot or collapsing theatrically to the floor to make a point. He rarely finished one sentence before starting the next. His presence was such that he was called “Rahm”—not “Congressman” or “Emanuel”—by allyand enemy alike. A number of his colleagues genuinely disliked him, but others were attracted by his intensity, force, and charisma.

Whatever the merits of his temperament, Emanuel had piled one success on another. By age thirty-seven, he was working adjacent to the Oval Office. After leaving the Clinton administration in 1998, he had made millions as an investment banker. When he ran for Congress in 2002, he won a bruising campaign. He combined the savvy of an operative with the stature of a congressman. Democrats hoped the very abrasiveness that bothered so many of them would also equip him to take on the Republican electoral machine. Republicans had become so much better than Democrats at raising money, enforcing discipline, and turning out voters that Democrats had become spooked. Much of the battle was psychological; many Democrats no longer believed they could win. For the Democrats to retake the House, University of Virginia political scientist Larry Sabato said during the campaign, “You need someone whose favorite word is not a or the, but fuck. And that is Rahm.”

The 2006 campaign so far had been an exercise in pure politics, in all its ugliness and grandeur. A presidential campaign revolves around two people, their strengths and their weaknesses. The campaign for the House, in contrast, required familiarity with dozens of individual campaigns—the candidates, the interest groups, the voting blocs. It was a game of three-dimensional chess, in that what happened in one district affected many others; a single message—“We favor withdrawing from Iraq”—might play well in one area but court catastrophe in another. “It's the hardest job in politics, bar none,” Carville said. “You have all these candidates and everyone needs something. I'd run five presidential campaigns before I'd do one DCCC.” Emanuel focused on about fifty key races, meaning he had to keep up with the moods, tactics, and problems of fifty different candidates. “It is incredibly fucking grueling,” Emanuel said early in the race. “I'll tell you this: It is so fucking stressful. If anybody does anything on either side, it's your problem. It's one thing if I'm managing my life, my set of problems. It's one thing if I have to think about part of Bill Clinton's developments. But this—everything that happens is my problem. [Congressman] Bill Jefferson in Louisiana has an FBI investigation, that's my problem. Some [candidate] loses a loved one—how that will affect him psychologically? … Anything that happens anywhere, personal or professional, is my problem.”

A big part of what had happened by October 2006 was that a Republican majority too long in power began to succumb to its own overreaching. Emanuel did not make that happen. He did not affect the course of the Iraq war and had nothing to do with President Bush's response to Hurricane Katrina. His job had been to position the Democrats to take advantage of a political tidal wave if it came. He had thrown himself into that task with a ferocity that had not been seen before, going full force from day one. He had scrutinized the smallest details, even crafting radio ads for individual candidates. At no point had the Democratic campaign been a confident march to victory. The recent defeats of Democratic presidential candidates Al Gore and John Kerry, each of whom had the momentum at key points in their campaigns, together with a string of congressional losses, had instilled in Democrats a deep insecurity about their ability to win. The more their fortunes improved in the 2006 campaign, the more they feared they would blow it. Many Democrats in their hearts wondered if the Republicans were right when they claimed to be more in touch with mainstream voters when it came to terrorism, taxes, guns, and basic values. Even Emanuel, who had seen it as part of his job to instill confidence in his fellow Democrats, had been constantly seized by doubt. The campaign had a dizzying quality for Democrats, a feeling of giddiness every time the Republicans stumbled, followed by nauseatingly familiar misgivings.

As he sped down that highway in upstate New York with less than two weeks before it all ended, Emanuel was sharply aware that the only thing that mattered—for the Democrats, the country, his own career—was how many seats the Democrats would win on November 7, 2006. Bill Paxon, a former New York congressman who had Emanuel's job for the Republicans when they took the House in 1994, had found the task was so stressful he had instituted a four year limit. “It's exhausting, but very fulfilling, and unlike a lot of things in government where there is compromise, there is only one result: You either win or you lose, and you are judged on that,” Paxon said. “You can look at fund raising, candidate recruitment, and other things, but they are meaningless. The only thing that matters is if you win or lose.”

This is the story of what Emanuel and the Democrats did to win.




1
AN IMMOVABLE OBJECT

Five hundred conservatives applauded excitedly as Karl Rove rose to speak in an elegant ballroom at the Sheraton New York Hotel and Towers on the evening of June 22, 2005. This was a heady time for the activists who had gathered to honor Rove and give him an award that had previously been bestowed on such stars as Ronald Reagan and Jack Kemp. President Bush had been reelected five months earlier by a margin of 3.5 million votes, despite fierce campaigning by grassroots Democrats and millions of dollars poured into the race by liberal donors. Republicans and conservatives viewed Bush's victory over John Kerry as nothing less than an emphatic affirmation of Americans' support for their principles. Bush himself said at a press conference two days after the election, “I've got the will of the people at my back.” The Republican victory in fact owed a good deal to superior political tactics, and Bush and his party were still benefiting from the emotions surrounding the September 11 terrorist attacks, but those factors were downplayed in the post-election euphoria. “I earned capital on the campaign—political capital,” Bush said. “And now I intend to spend it.”

It wasn't just Bush's victory that lent credence to the notion that America was becoming more Republican in a fundamental way. In the Senate, Republicans swept six open seats in the South and increased their majority to 55–45. For some conservatives, the sweetest part of that outcome was the defeat of Senate Democratic leader Tom Daschle of South Dakota, a frequent Bush critic. Republicans had fared well in the House also, increasing their majority by three, to 232–203. Never had the party's future seemed more assured. That was the landscape as members of the Conservative Party of New York gathered to hear Rove's speech at the Sheraton. Founded in 1962 in the belief that even the Republican Party was too liberal, the Conservative Party had become an important political force in the state. The audience could not have been more friendly to Rove, widely praised as the architect of Republican victories in 2000, 2002, and 2004. “It was fantastic,” Shaun Marie Levine, the Conservative Party's executive director, said of the celebratory atmosphere that night. “When a gentleman gets up and says what you believe, it's refreshing and wonderful to know he is right up there with the leader of the free world…. People went wild.”

The pudgy, bespectacled, buzz cut Rove was to make news that night with the sort of cutting comment that had become his trademark. “Conservatives saw the savagery of 9/11 and the attacks and prepared for war,” Rove said. “Liberals saw the savagery of the 9/11 attacks and wanted to prepare indictments and offer therapy and understanding for our attackers.” In the following days, Democrats angrily demanded that Rove retract his statement that liberals wanted to offer terrorists “therapy.” It was a reflection of the political moment that Rove shrugged off their demands without consequence, while the White House stood by his comments.

But by far the greater significance of Rove's speech was the vision he outlined of an imminent era of conservative Republican dominance. Rove was a student of history; his White House office featured two pictures of Abraham Lincoln, a Lincoln campaign banner, letters from James Madison, and a Theodore Roosevelt campaign ribbon. The first book Rove had ever read, in second grade, was Great Moments in History, and he kept a framed copy of its first page. The strategist was fascinated by the presidency of William McKinley, who had ushered in a Republican era at the beginning of the twentieth century. Rove's grand theory, as he offered it in his speech, was this: American liberalism had peaked forty years earlier with the landslide election of Lyndon Johnson in 1964. Back then, it was liberals who had energy, idealism, and momentum. With the just concluded 2004 election, the pendulum had swung forcefully in the other direction, and it was now the conservatives' turn to dominate the American scene. “Today conservatism is the guiding philosophy in the White House, the Senate, the House, and in governorships and state legislatures throughout America,” Rove said. “Liberalism is edging toward irrelevance.” He added, “The conservative movement has gone from a small, principled opposition to a broad, inclusive movement that is self-assured, optimistic, forward-leaning, and dominant…. This president and today's conservative movement are shaping history, not trying to stop it.”

That was certainly how it felt to the conservatives in the room—that they were shaping history. “It was natural for Republicans and conservatives to have felt pretty full of themselves after that election,” said Howard Lim, secretary of the Conservative Party, who was there. “It bucked so many trends in terms of reelecting a president and having a ripple effect on his party in Congress.” Party chairman Michael Long, for his part, well remembered the darkness of the 1964 election that Rove had cited. Fresh out of the Marine Corps, an idealistic Long had volunteered for Barry Goldwater's presidential campaign, only to see his hero lose forty-four of fifty states and get crushed by Johnson. “Election Night was tough to take at that time for a young, aggressive conservative like myself,” Long said. “I clearly thought the lights were going out forever. You feel you're never going to be able to overcome that.” But listening to Rove, he felt the opposite. “It struck a chord from a conservative point of view in the audience—not just Republican dominance, but conservative Republican dominance,” Long said.

Rove's speech that night crystallized the triumphalist mood, but he was far from the only Republican to assert that Bush's reelection had sealed the Democrats' fate as a minority party for decades. That became a fashionable view among conservative intellectuals, and even many Democrats fatalistically accepted the idea. Fred Barnes, executive editor of the conservative Weekly Standard, cited the “breadth and depth” of the Republicans' strength in the Wall Street Journal on January 1, 2005. “They have all but completed the sweeping political realignment they could only dream about a generation ago,” Barnes wrote. “In the dark days after the 1964 rout, those dreams seemed quixotic, farfetched, even crazed. Now they've been realized.” Barnes emphasized Bush's growing support among blacks, Hispanics, Jews, Catholics, and women—all traditionally Democratic groups. “There's reason to believe Republican dominance, absent a catastrophe such as a depression, will last,” Barnes wrote. The National Review, in an editorial in its edition of November 29, 2004, titled “Victory,” predicted that “a conservative era in American governance could be starting now.”

This portrait of the Democratic Party as the victim of large historical trends rather than more transient factors made its plight seem all the more hopeless. Few were more definitive about this than Grover Norquist, the hard-hitting activist who served as the nerve center of the conservative movement. Bearded and bespectacled, Norquist ran a meeting of conservative leaders in Washington every Wednesday morning to discuss issues and strategy over bagels. The power of this “Wednesday group” was such that virtually any Republican thinking of running for national office dropped by to try to win its favor. The Bush White House was careful always to send a representative. Among Norquist's missions was to try to get Ronald Reagan's name on as many buildings as possible, to balance the impression made by all those Franklin D. Roosevelt schools and highways. In his official job, as president of Americans for Tax Reform, Norquist had persuaded hundreds of politicians to sign a “Taxpayer Protection Pledge” vowing opposition to any tax increase. A combative true believer, Norquist was given to outrageous statements that a more circumspect figure would avoid. “I don't want to abolish government—I simply want to reduce it to the size where I can drag it into the bathroom and drown it in the bathtub,” he said once. He told National Public Radio that those who opposed cutting the estate tax were adhering to “the morality of the Holocaust.” After the 2004 election, Norquist took his usual nuanced approach. He flatly told PBS Frontline that “Republicans have the House until at least 2012, but probably another decade. They have the Senate indefinitely.” If the Iraq war went badly, it could slow the GOP ascent, he acknowledged, but that was unlikely. “I think it would be difficult to see what would turn it around,” Norquist said. “Obviously some great depression or something could do it.” The assessment was notlimited to conservatives. The independent political analyst Charlie Cook wrote in his newsletter, the Cook Political Report, on January 22, 2005,“[Democrats] run the risk of becoming perpetual losers, with a self-defeating mentality to match.”

It was against that backdrop that Nancy Pelosi, who'd been in Congress for seventeen years and leader of the House Democrats for two, called Rahm Emanuel, the volatile second-term congressman from Chicago, and asked him to run the Democratic House campaign. Pelosi came from a political family, and her father and brother had both been mayors of Baltimore. After moving to San Francisco, marrying a business-man, having five children, and throwing herself into California politics, Pelosi had won a congressional seat representing San Francisco in 1987. Derided by Republicans as a “San Francisco liberal,” which she was, Pelosi-also was sometimes mocked for a wide-eyed, saccharine television persona. Pelosi tried to soften her image, referring to herself often as an “Italian grandmother,” but she had a hard edge. She ran the House Democrats with a combination of charm and toughness, known for providing colleagues with chocolates and also for rules that punished them if they failed to follow the party line. In her climb to the party leadership, Pelosi had raised enormous sums of money, donating it to colleagues to build a bank of favors, and she had no problem challenging powerful Democrats or holding grudges against her rivals. She had waged a tough fight against Maryland congressman Steny Hoyer for the number two spot in the Democratic hierarchy before becoming party leader. In that race, she had marshaled the support of the California delegation, Democratic women, and the party's liberals to win the race almost before it started. She wanted to lead the party in part because she felt current Democratic leaders were doing too little to regain the majority. “She looked around and thought these people either were not interested or did not know how to win,” said Democratic congressman George Miller of California, one of Pelosi's closest allies in the House. “We were not winning. We weren't moving anywhere. She decided there had to be a different dynamic. She just said, ‘This is untenable. I did not come to sit in the minority, to be stagnant.’” Pelosi badly wanted to make history by becoming the first female Speaker of the House. That, of course, would happen only if the Democrats regained the majority.

Pelosi faced significant pressure to choose someone other than Emanuel to bring this about. Members of Congress valued seniority, and Emanuel, first elected just two years earlier, was a newcomer. One candidate was California congressman Mike Thompson, a personal friend of Pelosi. Leaders of the labor movement, close allies of Pelosi, were opposed to Emanuel because of his role in pushing through the NAFTA treaty, which they despised.

Pelosi chose Emanuel anyway. The two had known each other a long time. Emanuel had been a young staffer at the DCCC in 1987 when Pelosi won her first congressional race, and he was at the Clinton White House when she was a rising Democratic star. The Democratic leader was familiar with Emanuel's background and temperament. The average House member came to Congress after becoming a respected community leader—a prominent attorney, perhaps, or a state senator. Emanuel, in contrast, had spent twenty years getting his hands dirty in politics—raising money, studying polls, crafting attacks, planning strategy. He had done this at a relatively low level—in high school he had walked the streets for former Chicago congressman Abner Mikva—and at the highest, as President Bill Clinton's senior advisor. Pelosi, a former party operative herself, was keenly aware of Emanuel's ability to raise money. Most important, Emanuel was known to be tireless, aggressive, and pushy. Given the job's grueling nature, it was crucial to find someone who would never let up, and nobody could compete with Emanuel on that score. “There were many people who wanted to be considered for it,” Pelosi said. “It was a decision I had to make. Some questioned it because he was brand-new. To me it wasn't a minus he was new, it was a plus.” Miller added, “She is about matching what had to be done with who could get it done. Everything else was interesting, but not terribly important.”

Pelosi called Emanuel in December 2004, a month after the election, reaching him at his family vacation home in Michigan. After saying he would accept the job, Emanuel warned Pelosi there was no way the Democrats could win the House in 2006. At best, he said, they would capture a few seats and perhaps finish the job in the 2008 election cycle. “Nancy, the truth is, rather than keep telling people we're going to take back the House, we have to start realizing this is a two cycle process,” Emanuel said. He reminded Pelosi that the Republicans had captured nine Democratic House seats in 1992, setting the stage for their fifty-four-seat blowout two years later. Similarly, he thought, a handful of Democratic wins in 2006 could pave the way for retaking the House in 2008. Undaunted by this pessimistic forecast, Pelosi on January 9 officially named Emanuel to head the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, putting her future in his hands.

It was less clear why Emanuel would want the job, given the Democrats' bleak political outlook. One explanation he gave was that it would be even harder for him to do it in future years, when his three young children—Zachariah, Ilana, and Leah—were older. “Given my background in politics, having worked at the DCCC and the White House and campaigns, I was never going to get through my life in the House and not do this,” Emanuel said. “So I made a determination that I wanted to get it done while the kids are nine, seven, and six, rather than have this job when they're twelve, eleven, and ten. There's a difference. There is a higher-than-normal suicide rate among members' kids, when you look at it on a per capita basis. And nothing is that important. I'm going to be around for them.”

Be that as it may, Emanuel also saw, with his shrewd political eye, that this was an opportunity for him to gain power quickly in a Congress where power usually accrues with maddening slowness. A president's party often loses House seats in the sixth year of his term, Emanuel knew. If he exceeded expectations and won more seats for the Democrats than predicted—perhaps nine or ten—his appreciative Democratic colleagues might elevate him to an influential position. At forty-five, Emanuel was restless. He had already served as a president's top counselor and could see being House Speaker one day. “If I make gains—and I'm not talking about one or two seats, I mean, make gains—I'll be seen as part of it,” Emanuel said. “Your ability in the House just grows if you're part of people getting closer to being able to accomplish their objectives.”

After talking it over with his wife, Emanuel took the job. With his driven personality, there was in fact never much chance he would do any-thing else. And once he jumped in, Emanuel moved fast. Previous DCCC heads had taken too long to get started, he believed, and he did not want to make that mistake. He also had no interest in being titular head of a campaign that was actually controlled by the staff.

Emanuel began by pulling together a team of fellow members of Congress. Virtually all of the lawmakers he chose had come to Congress recently—and as the result of a particularly impressive or bloody election. They had shown themselves willing to take on Democrats as well as Republicans, they relished political battle, and they'd won against the odds. Emanuel shied away from respected older members who had not faced a tough rival in years. “He wants that lean and hungry look,” political scientist Larry Sabato said. “If you've been in Washington for a while and you're in a safe district, you're in early retirement. Rahm will never be in early retirement. He'll probably never be in late retirement; he'll die with his boots on, making a deal.” The same could be said for the others on his team. Emanuel wanted allies who were not afraid to draw blood, who had no problem launching a harsh attack against a Republican and smiling at him in the Capitol the next day.

Congressman Chris Van Hollen of Maryland, forty-seven, had, like Emanuel, come to Congress just two years earlier. He was tall, with short-blond hair and an affable look. To get elected, Van Hollen had first had to win a Democratic primary against Mark Shriver, a well-financed member of the Kennedy family. Van Hollen, then a state senator, had a history of ferocious campaigning, and he attacked Shriver as an empty suit who was running on the Kennedy name. At one debate with Shriver, Van Hollen supporters groaned in unison whenever Shriver spoke, in what appeared to be an orchestrated tactic. After squeaking past Shriver, Van Hollen defeated Congresswoman Connie Morella, a likeable Republican whom Democrats had been trying to knock off for sixteen years. Van Hollen relentlessly emphasized Morella's party affiliation in the heavily Democratic district. In the end, Morella was one of only two GOP incumbents to lose that year. Shortly after being named DCCC chairman, Emanuel called Van Hollen and asked him to help out.

Emanuel also turned to Congresswoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz. A small, slim woman with pronounced features and frizzy hair, Wasserman Schultz, thirty-nine, came off as a nice Jewish girl from New York, which essentially she was, having moved from Long Island to Florida. Her attachment to Judaism created an immediate bond with Emanuel. When she ran in 2004, Wasserman Schultz raised enough money to scare off any Democratic opponents, ensuring her election in the heavily Democratic district. Once in Congress, Wasserman Schultz became a leader of the “30-Something Working Group,” a gang of young Democrats who took to the House floor to ridicule Republicans. On one occasion, Wasserman Schultz brought a bobble-head elephant doll to the floor to make the point that House Republicans only knew how to nod yes to Bush, not how to shake their heads no.

These young House members, and others in Emanuel's inner circle, were not put off by Emanuel's pushy manner, as were some of his older colleagues. As a Jewish woman from New York, Wasserman Schultz said, she was used to abrasive types. “There is no question that I've encountered my share of strong personalities as a member of the Jewish community in New York and now in south Florida,” Wasserman Schultz said. Then she laughed self-consciously, apparently worried she'd said something impolitic. “I represent a lot of strong personalities, and I mean that affectionately,” she rephrased. “So it's not unusual for me to interact with people like Rahm.”

As the House members began meeting on Thursdays in early 2005, they faced long odds. The Democrats needed just 15 of the Republicans' 232 seats to retake the House, but fewer than 10 seemed remotely vulnerable. The rest were in heavily Republican areas or were occupied by long time incumbents. And incumbents almost never lost. They had name recognition, the ability to raise money, and the opportunity to do favors for their constituents. In 2004, of the 400 incumbents seeking reelection, 393 had prevailed, with a startling average victory margin of 40 percent.

Adding to their advantage, Republicans always raised more money than Democrats. Then there was the power of the White House. President Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney could campaign with candidates and help them raise money, and Bush could aid Republicans simply by shifting the public dialogue to terrain more favorable to the GOP, such as the fight against terrorism.

But none of those factors was as important as the country's electoral map, which inherently favored Republicans. Democratic voters were packed into urban areas, while Republicans were distributed much more efficiently in large rural stretches. This Republican tilt was not limited to the House. President Bush had captured the White House even though Democrat Al Gore had received significantly more votes. In the Senate, liberal, populous New York had two senators, just like conservative, sparsely populated Wyoming. In fact, Democrats had received 51 percent of all votes cast for the Senate from 2000 through 2004, yet Republicans held a 55–45 Senate majority. Many Democrats felt the system was fixed against them; even when they got more votes, they lost.

The extreme gerrymandering of recent years had only made things worse. The party in power in each state had always drawn congressional districts to benefit itself, of course, but computers had made gerrymandering much more effective. Democrats were just as eager to gerrymander as Republicans, but because Republicans held power in more key states, they had ensured that the nation's political map was drawn to their advantage. Voters were increasingly locked into districts that were immovably Republican or unshakably Democratic. That is why analyst Charlie Cook, among others, wrote in his newsletter in February 2005 that he doubted fifteen Republican seats even existed that could plausibly flip to the Democrats.

For Emanuel, the first step in trying to overcome these obstacles was recruiting good candidates. Most voters, even those who followed politics avidly, tuned in only during the final stages of a campaign, when candidates were furiously hurling charges at each other. But the most important part of a race was who actually ran, and party leaders invested extraordinary energy trying to persuade local figures—a charismatic mayor, an up-and-coming county commissioner—to run for Congress. Emanuel would be judged in large part by his success or failure in recruiting. His oftstated goal was to recruit fifty credible challengers in the 232 Republican-held House districts. That would not guarantee anything, but it would position the Democrats to take advantage if Republican fortunes fell. Each of the lawmakers on Emanuel's team was responsible for a section of the country, and they received assignments at every meeting: Call a potential recruit in Ohio, contact the Iowa governor to ask about promising Democrats there. They would report on their recent conversations with recruits—who seemed close to a decision, who might be swayed by a call from Barack Obama. “Basically it was strategizing about how to get our-top-tier candidates into these races,” said Wasserman Schultz.

Emanuel had one criterion for candidates: he wanted people who could win. That may sound obvious, but it's not. Many Democrats did not believe in recruiting candidates who were so conservative they were pale reflections of Republicans. In the past, candidates who opposed abortion, for example, had not been welcome in the party. In 2005, many Democratic activists wanted only staunchly anti-war candidates. That was not Emanuel's approach. “This is not a theoretical exercise,” Van Hollen said. “The goal is to win this thing. In dealing with candidates, we don't have an ideological purity test. If you believe in the basic gut principles of the Democratic Party—opportunity, fairness for all—we're not going to hold people to a litmus test on a checklist of issues that different interest groups may have an interest in.” That reflected a change taking place throughout the party, but Emanuel's approach earned him hostility from the party's liberal wing.

Emanuel and Van Hollen tried for months to persuade Patsy Madrid, New Mexico's popular Democratic attorney general, to jump in the race against Republican congresswoman Heather Wilson. Wilson was moderate and savvy, but her district in Albuquerque included many Hispanicsand Democrats, so Madrid, a Hispanic and a Democrat, would have a good shot at knocking her off. But Madrid, who was considering running for governor or U.S. senator, was leaning against a House race. Emanuel started calling Madrid, not just occasionally but every two or three days. He knew she was a die-hard Democrat, and he spoke emotionally of how Bush and Cheney were destroying the country. Playing on her fondness for basketball, Emanuel said he was putting together a team, like a great basketball team, of candidates across the country.

Flattering as this was, Emanuel did not rely solely on his own persuasiveness. He enlisted Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton to call Madrid and urge her to run, as well as Pelosi, former senator John Edwards, General Wesley Clark, and various Hispanic House members. Madrid was especially taken aback when Hillary Clinton phoned her at Madrid's ranch in Mora, in the mountains of New Mexico. “I got a call from Hillary in the most remote place,” Madrid said. “So I knew that Rahm was serious.” Madrid was worried that if she won, she would have to move to Washington and be apart from her husband of thirty-three years, attorney Michael Messina. Emanuel stressed that members of Congress generally stayed in Washington only Tuesday through Thursday and then returned home. He arranged for husbands and wives of current House Democrats to call Messina and assure him that they spent plenty of time with their spouses. DCCC members even introduced Messina to members of the Washington legal community, so if he decided to move to D.C. he knew he'd have a job.

At a staff meeting in early October, Emanuel's top aide, John Lapp, offhandedly told him, “I talked to Madrid. She's in.” Emanuel could barely contain his glee. “You're lying to me,” he said. “Why don't you bury the fucking lead?” Emanuel was not the only one elated. “This is excellent news,” one Democrat wrote on a liberal Web log called Our Congress. Even Republican spokesman Carl Forti acknowledged, “It's a good recruit for them. It's going to be a tough race, because it's a fifty-fifty district,” evenly split between Democrats and Republicans.

After expressing his profane delight that Madrid had agreed to jump in, Emanuel immediately instructed his aides, “I'll tell you what—cut her a check for $5,000.” Someone reminded Emanuel that Madrid did not even have a campaign committee yet, so there was nowhere to send a check, and wisecracks followed about Emanuel's overeagerness. He half mockingly aimed a middle finger at the room, something he seemed to do atleast once a meeting. He also noted proudly that he had sent Madrid a cheesecake. Emanuel's district was home to Eli's Cheesecake, a Chicago institution, and when he was courting a candidate especially ardently, he sent them a cake. “I'm five for five on cheesecakes,” he said.

Bringing in Madrid had been one of Emanuel's top priorities. “We worked it hard,” he said. “Everybody has got their own particular issues. She needed certain things, she needed certain confidences, and I hung with her…. You've just got to work these people and you've got to stay with them. And one more thing: You can't be scared that they're going to say no. You just have to be at them all the time.”

Emanuel called dozens of potential recruits in early 2005. John Callahan, the attractive, up-and-coming mayor of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, had never spoken to Emanuel when he got his call. “Are you tired of being fucking mayor yet?” Emanuel asked without a preface. Callahan, who had no problem with salty language, was amused, and he responded in kind.“It's better than being a fucking congressman,” he said. Callahan added that he did enjoy being mayor, and he had young children, so this was not the right time for him to run. The entire conversation lasted a few minutes.

Emanuel was always strategizing, trying to figure out the right angle to reel in an appealing candidate. If a potential candidate was worried about raising enough money, Emanuel would get several donors to call him and promise to raise $25,000 each. Then he would call the candidate and make sure he'd gotten the calls. Emanuel also hounded other Democrats to call recruits, so they would feel they were being invited to become part of a team or family. “He is on me every five minutes to call [potential recruits],” said Representative Steny Hoyer of Maryland, the number two Democrat in the House. “He is a laser. He is tenacious. He is unstoppable.” Emanuel joked, “Sometimes I feel like a personal valet. You have successes, you have failures. This is like sand. This can fall right out of your hands if you don't do it right.”

Emanuel kept an elaborate file of his potential and actual recruits.“Right now we have forty good races,” he said on September 5. “Some are total As, some are A minuses, some are B pluses, and some are double Bs. But I'm going to get to fifty.”

When Emanuel found an A prospect, he pursued his quarry relentlessly. Emanuel exercised many mornings with Congressman Bob Etheridge, a North Carolina Democrat. One day in the House gym, Etheridge mentioned a businessman named Heath Shuler, who he said might be willing to run in a conservative North Carolina district. “He is a football hero from the mountains,” Etheridge said. “And he can win.” Emanuel was enthralled by Shuler, a former University of Tennessee quarterback who had played professionally for the Washington Redskins. Emanuel enlisted Democratic stars from Barack Obama to John Edwards to call Shuler and urge him to run. Edwards even visited Shuler for three hours to make a personal appeal. Roughly fifty Democratic House members—one-fourth of the House Democrats—were prevailed upon to call Shuler. And there was more. One day Shuler was driving through Jackson County, coming from his father's house, when his cell phone rang. Seeing it was a 202 area code, meaning the call was from Washington, Shuler rolled his eyes—he'd received dozens of calls from congressmen by this time—and ignored it. Then he realized the caller was former president Bill Clinton, so he hastily pulled off into a parking lot and returned the call. Clinton joked with Shuler about the times when both were being pilloried for their performances in Washington, Clinton as president and Shuler as Redskins quarterback. “Heath, I was so glad sometimes when I would look at the papers and I would see that you had made the headlines instead of me,” Clinton chuckled. Only after this banter did Clinton get around to making his pitch. “Hey, look, Heath, it's an honor to give back to your country,” Clinton said. “It's important to do the right thing, to be a part of making a difference in your community.”

Emanuel asked Congressman Ron Kind of Wisconsin to take a leading role in courting Shuler, since Kind had been a college football star as well, having played quarterback at Harvard. Kind called Shuler every few days, listening to his questions about whether serving in Congress would destroy his family life. Emanuel stayed on top of Kind, making sure he was keeping in touch with Shuler. “I would be home, and Rahm would call me and say, ‘Hey will you give Heath a quick call about such-and-such?’” Kind said. “It was 24-7.”

Shuler was impressed with the attention. “Almost every congressman I spoke with said, ‘Here's my phone number. Call my wife. Have your wife call my wife,’” Shuler said. But he was still worried that as a congressman he would rarely see his wife and young children. To prove to Shuler once and for all that congressmen do get to
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