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To my parents and their parents
 —the people who taught me the value of rising up



We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government…It is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.

—DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE, JULY 4, 1776
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A PORTRAIT OF THE WRITER ON A BATHROOM FLOOR

I’M PRETTY SURE I’m still at the Riviera Hotel here in Vegas. I know this not because I can see through the blurry haze of my hangover or think past this pounding headache or feel anything other than the sharp pain of dehydration in my stomach, but because I can still smell the cigarette smoke embedded in the wallpaper.

The Riviera is one of those last hangers-on in Vegas—an aging hotel that still tries to show a little leg and pose as a competitive casino, oblivious to the sleek billion-dollar palaces just a few doors down. Each wing is named after luxurious spots on the French Riviera (I am here in the Monaco Tower)—the names are supposed to make you ignore the décor’s distinctly Nixon-era feel. Plenty of twinkling lights surround the faded wall mirrors in the casino—but every fifth light or so is burnt out. Where the registration desks at the newer casinos are adorned with giant fish tanks, or expensive modern art, the Riviera has guests check in at what appear to be bank-teller stations. And forget about amenities. As the clerk barked, “At the Riviera, you can’t even reserve a nonsmoking room.”

The hotel has a collision-of-two-worlds feeling about it. In a city now dominated by luxury resorts only the wealthy can afford, the Riviera is for the commoner, the everyman. The guests who stay here are the wide-eyed, middle-aged, round-bellied Joneses taking their one big trip of the year from places like Dubuque and Bismarck—they are not the reconstructed-with-plastic nouveau riche from the coast who jet-setted in for the weekend. This is not the place that would host a big pay-per-view prizefight—but it is a hotel where I am not surprised to see a minor-league billiards tournament taking place.

The Riviera is Flyover Country’s embassy in Las Vegas—the place where The Rest of Us go when we visit Sin City. That’s why it’s a damn good place to have the first annual YearlyKos Convention.

This 2006 summer gathering is for those who read, write for, comment on, and are otherwise connected to the weblog Daily Kos. It is a boisterous band—mostly young, middle-class lefties, with some unreformed ’60s hippies, ’70s environmentalists, ’80s anti-Reagan liberals and ’90s-era Clinton political operatives mixed in. Imagine a Democratic National Convention and a Star Trek convention having a drunken one-night stand and producing a love child: that is YearlyKos.

Since I have my own blog, I was asked to speak on a few panels. When I checked in to get my convention badge, the volunteer recognized my name and asked me about a blog post I had written a few months back. Minutes later, a woman excitedly introduced herself as “McJoan”—expecting me to know her by her Internet screen name (and I’ll admit I did). In another moment, a twenty-something in a seersucker sport jacket covered with political buttons asked for my autograph. I was surprised by the attention.

Here at YearlyKos, I am like an actor who had a minor role in a space movie now visiting a sci-fi memorabilia show. I am Jabba the Hutt’s aide with the cream-colored head tumor—now appearing years later at a Star Wars revival show. I am the midget inside the Twiki costume at a Buck Rogers event. I am the recurring engine room technician on the Enterprise now appearing to great fanfare at a Star Trek convention.

I am not, of course, Mark Hamill, Gil Gerard, or Bill Shatner. I am second or third tier. The true gods of the convention are people like Markos Moulitsas—the Kos in Daily Kos. Though he’s a thirty-four-year-old army veteran and father, he looks like a sixteen-year-old high school sophomore. Not an inch over five foot eight and not a pound over 150, his uniform is after-school casual—at his own convention he could most often be seen wearing baggy shorts and what looked like a short-sleeved soccer jersey.

In just a few short years, Markos went from Just a Dude in his Berkeley apartment posting screeds on a website to a twenty-first-century political boss whom Democratic politicians suck up to and Republican politicians berate.

For a while, the Washington crowd judged Markos by his appearance, downplaying his relevance, pillorying him as an amateur who didn’t understand what we’re expected to believe is the rocket science of politics. Then, slowly but surely, politicians started seeing him as an ATM machine—a person who, because he had thousands of politically interested readers (the “Kossacks”), could generate fairly serious campaign contributions for candidates. Now, as the brain behind Daily Kos and the inspiration for YearlyKos, he is a major force—a guy whose four hundred thousand daily readership is bigger than that of most major magazines and newspapers. Presidential candidates come to speak to his followers, Senate majority leaders beg his disciples for support, and national party chairmen shake them all down for cash. The politicians want a piece of the action for their own purposes and are more than happy to beg for it.

It was one of these pander-fests that led me to my current place: lying on the floor of the bathroom in my Riviera hotel room, using my sense of smell—the only sense that seems to be fully working right now—to discern where I am. After one (or more like five) too many drinks at a Mark Warner for President extravaganza on the top floor of the Stratosphere Hotel, I am back here at the Riveria, sick—really sick—like freshman-year-at-college sick.

But I want to savor the moment.

I feel like I am in the beginning of Jerry Maguire, where pre-TomKat Tom Cruise has the epiphany/nervous breakdown that sets the stage for the whole movie. My own revelation, though, has nothing to do with sports agenting.

From the television across the other room, I can hear CNN’s Lou Dobbs. I had fallen asleep earlier, and the show is now in its 4 a.m. repeat, spewing a steady stream of the phrase “illegal aliens” over and over again, and I think I hear something about the Minutemen. I imagine Lou’s loyal viewers all over America sitting up watching Lou with me right now, chain-smoking cigarettes, mesmerized by the CNN anchor’s rubbery bronze hair—and fulminating along with him.

I can hear a group walk past my room, breathlessly talking about Senate candidates in the upcoming congressional elections. They mention my old boss Bernie Sanders, the socialist lawmaker from Vermont who once got so invested in a legislative fight against Corporate America, he actually helped file a shareholder resolution against the biggest employer in his state.

Meanwhile, on the floor next to me is a creased, pizza-stained copy of the local paper from my hometown of Helena, Montana. The headline blares Democratic governor Brian Schweitzer’s skyrocketing first-year poll numbers in a state as red as the Caesars Palace’s lights out on the Strip.

I feel a rumble in my stomach and start to move toward the toilet, but lose my balance and overturn my duffel bag, only to have a stack of press releases and campaign literature from New York’s Working Families Party spill out onto the floor. The giant “WFP” on the glossy page starts to spin in front of me, and my revelation is born.

It’s all connected.

The demagogic Lou Dobbs and his devoted followers…the blog nerds outside this hotel room…cowboy rabble-rousing politicians…urban third parties…socialists in Congress…big-time lawmakers courting Internet activists…the Minutemen…shareholder activism…

Though I don’t know exactly how it all fits together, I know it is all part of something bigger—something antithetical to my past life dealing with legislative amendments as a Capitol Hill staffer, swimming in the inbred politics of Washington and getting frustrated by the blindness of those who can’t see past cable-talk-show partisanship.

An insurrection is on—a fist-pounding, primal-screaming revolt from a mob wielding protest signs, ballots, computer keyboards, shareholder proxies, and even, in some cases, guns.

It is an uprising.

Knowing I’m still drunk, I question this epiphany for a moment.

Is this uprising real? Can it succeed? Can it become a full-fledged movement?

Then I puke.

         

A FEW WEEKS LATER, I’m back in Las Vegas, this time to speak to the national convention of the Bakery, Confectionery, Tobacco Workers, and Grain Millers International Union. Waiting for me at the hotel is the union’s president, Frank Hurt, a thickly set sixty-something West Virginian with a warm smile. He gives me a gift bag filled with Twinkies, Hostess Cup Cakes, and Bugles, and I ask, “What’s this?”

“Those,” he says, “are some of the products our members make.”

I feel like an idiot, but Frank says with a smile, “Don’t worry about it—most people forget we still make things in America.”

The crowd at the convention’s main event is huge—about a thousand union members, all wearing the black T-shirts event organizers had handed out. Only two things about this gathering remind me of YearlyKos: It’s in Las Vegas, and a lot of fifty-somethings are here, but these fifty-somethings are not the college-educated suburbanites who do politics as a hobby. This is strictly a working-class crowd, with a lot of beer bellies, jeans, and mustaches, and they are here because it’s part of their job.

Frank tells me that for many of the delegates, this union convention is their only vacation for the year. “That’s why we do it in Vegas,” he says. “At least it’s some fun.”

The speeches from various union members begin to crescendo. One union official tells the members about Congress’s refusal to enforce basic workplace protection laws. A smattering of boos.

Next, a rail-thin African-American guy is talking about a labor dispute at his factory, and the angry shouts get louder.

Then a speaker talks about how people in her community heard there were going to be big layoffs because the company is talking about moving overseas. The crowd is now in a full-on froth—one very similar to the froth at YearlyKos when similar speeches about Iraq were given to the throng of middle-class computer geeks, one very similar to the froth Lou Dobbs stirs up every night when he talks about trade and immigration on CNN, one very similar to the froth I had seen Vermont congressman Bernie Sanders whip veterans into at VFW halls in Vermont.

On the plane back home to Montana, it comes to me again. This is all part of an uprising—one that shouldn’t surprise anyone.

         

BY ALL MEASURES, those of us Americans not in the top 1 percent of income earners are under enormous economic pressure and feel totally powerless to influence the government that acts in our name. Public attitudes toward Washington are reaching record levels of animosity never before seen by the country’s major polling firms. A Scripps Howard News Service poll in 2006 found “anger against the federal government is at record levels” with a majority of Americans saying they “personally are more angry” at the government than they used to be.

It’s the natural reaction from a country that is watching its pocket get picked. Wages are stagnating, health-care costs are skyrocketing, pensions are being looted, personal debt climbs—all as corporate profits keep rising, politicians pass more tax breaks for the superwealthy, and CEOs pay themselves tens of millions of dollars a year.

“There’s class warfare, all right,” billionaire Warren Buffett recently told the New York Times. “It’s my class, the rich class, that’s making war, and we’re winning.”

But that may not be true for much longer.

If you took high school chemistry, you might remember that a gas is the most chaotic form of matter—the atoms are bouncing all over the place, and there’s no order to it at all. But put a gas under enough pressure, and it will first liquefy into something more manageable, and then it will become an organized solid.

These laws of matter are also the laws of society. We typically exist in a gaseous state. We are all leading our own lives, bouncing around from place to place, watching our sitcoms, working at our cubicles, interacting briefly with each other between doing our own thing. But we change when enough negative economic and political pressure starts hammering down on us—we start to get organized.

The economic persecution of the Gilded Age produced the Progressive Era and the trust-busting crusades of Teddy Roosevelt. The Great Depression inspired an age of unionism and FDR’s New Deal. Southern racism spurred the civil rights movement. And today’s oppressive class war that Buffett describes is generating an uprising all of its own.

Whether it is shareholders running resolutions against corporate boards, third parties shattering the two-party duopoly, legislators kicking down lobbyists in state capitals, bloggers orchestrating primary challenges to entrenched lawmakers, or armed, enraged suburbanites forming vigilante bands at our southern border, this uprising is not even close to unified. It exists in a liquid phase—a mushy, amorphous state between anarchy and a solid—between chaos and organization.

We will plunge into this fluid for a year, to see what connects and separates the different parts of this uprising. We’re going to (try to) find out if a real movement will emerge from the uprising, like the amoeba that once crawled out of the primordial soup.

Our submersion will be one part Journey to the Center of the Earth, one part Heart of Darkness, and more than one part National Lampoon’s Vacation (unfortunately, sans swimming in a motel pool with a naked Christie Brinkley).

We’ll walk freely into the Montana state senate and Microsoft’s cafeteria, and sneak into the U.S. Senate and ExxonMobil’s stockholder meeting. We’ll go from CNN’s air-conditioned studios in Manhattan to the dusty campsite of a quasi-military staging ground on the Mexican border. We’ll check out antiwar rallies that feature Sean Penn and strategy meetings that feature an aspiring political boss in the city that brought us Tammany Hall. We’ll spend a day with the American government’s only self-described socialist, and then we’ll spend a day with the man who many think is America’s leading nationalist.

And as we traverse the country ideologically and geographically, we’ll see how the disparate pieces of this uprising are all part of one enraged backlash—a backlash against the hostile takeover of our government by Big Money interests, the status quo of extreme wealth inequality, the daily reminders of rampant profiteering, and the widespread sense of political disenfranchisement.

This is a populist uprising—and that word populist will come up a lot during this adventure. The term is not simply defined by any given issue position. It is instead a “politics that champions issues that have a broad base of popular support but receive short shrift from the political elite,” as the Atlantic Monthly’s Ross Douthat says. “This explains why you can have left-populists and right-populists,” he adds. And it explains why today’s uprising is both a left and right phenomenon.

To be sure, uprisings in American history have had only mixed success in becoming real movements. The ones forged in the superheated foundry of economic inequality and war usually get killed off—sometimes with election laws, sometimes with incarceration, and still other times with bullets.

When the Populist Party threatened to undermine the two major parties in the late 1800s, state legislatures swung into action to rig ballot statutes to impede the upstart parties’ growth.

When in 1894 union leader Eugene V. Debs led a railroad worker strike against the Pullman Palace Car Company, twelve thousand federal troops were dispatched to crush the uprising and throw him in prison. Twenty-four years later, after almost a million people voted for his Socialist Party presidential candidacy, he was again thrown in prison, this time for protesting World War I.

In the mid-1930s, Louisiana governor Huey Long attacked the New Deal for being too conservative, and launched a Share Our Wealth proposal to cap millionaires’ personal fortunes and redistribute the resources to the rest of society. When he started plotting to turn his crusade into a presidential campaign, he was assassinated and his agenda died with him. Thirty years later, when Martin Luther King Jr. started formulating plans for a Poor People’s Campaign for economic justice, he and his fledgling initiative met the same fate.

Today’s uprising faces its own form of opposition from the politicians, pundits, and business executives who make up this nation’s ruling class. There may be less physical brutality, but the stridency from the Establishment is just as pronounced—and the tactics may be more effective in their sophistication.

Opinion columnists—always the Establishment’s first warning system—are sounding the alarm. The Washington Post’s David Broder issued a breathless jeremiad warning that “a particularly virulent strain of populism has made official Washington altogether too responsive to public opinion.” He is ably backed up by New York Times columnist David Brooks, who declares that “polarized primary voters shouldn’t be allowed to define the choices in American politics” and prays that the “renegades who rail against the establishment [get] eclipsed by the canny establishmentarians.”

Washington politicians and political operatives of both parties, meanwhile, have taken to issuing statements insisting that the uprising be ignored. Facing the growing antiwar ferment, Vice President Dick Cheney says the Iraq conflict “may not be popular with the public—it doesn’t matter.” Facing that same opposition to the war, one Democratic lawmaker tells the Washington Post, “I don’t think we should be overreacting to public opinion polls,” while another tells the New York Times that when facing most populist causes, Congress’s goal must be to engineer a “Kabuki dance” that tricks the public.

In the suites, conference rooms, and lounges of Corporate America, businessmen frantically read Thomas Friedman’s latest book for answers. They find solace in his passages yearning for a future when an elite class of “social liberals, white-collar global service industry workers and Wall Street types [will be] driven together” in a new political party whose mission is to fight against the Great Unwashed mass of blue-collar, working-class stiffs who supposedly “militate for more friction and fat everywhere.”

The increasing intensity of the insults proves the hostility is motivated not merely by ideological opposition, but by the fear and paranoia that comes from those in power who see they are losing their authority. The uprising is, after all, a wildfire lit without permission from the political and financial circles that have grown used to controlling everything. It is igniting in the spirit of America’s original uprising manifesto, the Declaration of Independence. That document reminds us that the rulers of this country “derive their powers from the consent of the governed”—and “it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish” the existing order through an uprising when the elite starts wielding power exclusively for its own interests.

Appropriately, our year in the life of the uprising starts about as far away as you can get from the bright lights, caked makeup, canned rhetoric, and bad hairdos of national politics and punditry. It begins like the most truly American of legends: out on the western frontier in a setting where director John Ford would still be able to stage a John Wayne flick without worrying about an urban skyline screwing up his wide-angle camera shot. This is a region that has sparked many of history’s best-known and most defiant uprisings.

Welcome, fellow traveler, to the Last Best Place.
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THE THRILLA IN MONTANA

I STILL HAVE TROUBLE believing I’m really here, living in Montana. I remember sitting in a downtown Washington, D.C., restaurant after work in 2000 looking down at my stupid suit and tie and my even stupider Capitol Hill badge and telling a friend I was thinking of taking a job with a Senate candidate in Montana. My buddy was indignant.

“You’re crazy.”

“Why?”

“Montana’s really far away…like, isn’t that near Iowa?”

“Um, I guess it depends on what your definition of ‘near’ is.”

“Well, isn’t the Unabomber from out there?”

“Yeah.”

“See? You’re crazy.”

Since moving out to live here full-time in 2005, I’ve had that same interchange with almost everyone I know, though sometimes the word crazy is changed to insane, and Iowa becomes Nebraska. The back-and-forth always seems to end with the other person making me promise that I won’t become the Unabomber.

The jokes reflect the fact that most people know Montana through pop culture caricatures, from Ted Kaczynski to A River Runs Through It. What they don’t know is that this quiet, sparsely populated state known as the Last Best Place is hosting a boxing match with national implications. Call it the Thrilla in Montana.

In one corner is the aging champion—an antitax movement that has long been winning fights in Flyover Country. In the other corner is the young challenger—the populist uprising.

How this challenger fares here in Montana against a fully matured, well-developed movement will give us clues about whether the uprising has a shot to become a national movement itself.

         

FROM ITS PERCH in the foothills of a quiet residential neighborhood a few blocks from downtown Helena, the Montana capitol building looks like a midsized local bank—not a ring that will host a slugfest over taxes.

To the casual onlooker, the scene in here during these first few weeks of the 2007 legislature isn’t much to ogle at. The legislators passing through the beige halls seem jovial enough. But make no mistake about it: this is going to be a brawl because everyone in here hates each other…passionately.

Republican legislators hate the Democratic governor, who hates them back. The Democrats, who control the state senate by one vote, hate the Republicans, who control the House by one vote, and the feeling is reciprocated. The Republican House Majority Leader recently told newspapers his “job is to show no quarter to the Democrats,” the Republican Speaker of the House’s first pronouncement upon being elected is that “it’s a war,” and the Republican Senate Minority Leader was recently described as a “foaming-at-the-mouth Pomeranian” by a local political columnist. At the same time, the public has long savored a standing hatred for the legislature on principle, according to polls. And, of course, no one has to explain why they hate who they hate. Said one legislator a few weeks back, more mildly than usual: “Some folks just don’t like the governor.”

Welcome to Big Sky Country, where being angry is known as one of your three god-given rights.*1 

This is, as my friends reminded me so often, the home of one of the contemporary icons of anger, the Unabomber—and he’s not as much of an exception as you might think. To extremists, he is less a villain than the inspirational hometown boy who went off and hit the big time. And here in Big Sky Country, we have all sorts of Unabomber-ish characters, from the Militia of Montana to the Freemen to Prussian Blue—a band reportedly named after the residue found in Holocaust gas chambers and founded by two angelic fourteen-year-old Olsen twin look-alikes who describe themselves on their website as “within the fold of White Nationalist Rock.”

This place, in other words, is where the pissed-off come to be pissed off—and this is the sixtieth time the Pissed-Off ’s representatives will get together officially as a legislature to see if they can chisel all the rage into “progress.”

The action starts today, a frigid early January day in a tiny cave of a room in the corner of the top floor of the Montana capitol.

All of about fifty people can fit in this converted attic, better known as the Senate Taxation Committee room. In a capitol complex that has many cavernous, ornate hearing rooms, this space is undoubtedly kept small out of the same desire for privacy and anonymity that, say, a peep show cubby is kept small at an X-rated club. Tax policy has, after all, become the hard-core pornography of politics: no matter what scene you are watching, someone is getting screwed.

This room may be far away from the adult film sets of the San Fernando Valley, but it has been the stage for some really historic lays. We’re talking the political equivalent of the Pamela Anderson–Tommy Lee bootleg videotape. The most recent of these was a series of Republican-backed corporate and upper-income tax cuts that then–Senate minority leader Steve Doherty once told me was “just another tale of piracy and unarmed robbery here in Montana.”

These atrocities are responsible for the birth of a monster known throughout the Montana capitol as the Claw—a monster that is staring up at me from the flyer I was just handed. The paper shows a graph charting the share of total Montana property taxes paid since 1994. From about 1994 to 1999, the two lines on this graph—the blue one for individual homeowners, the magenta one for large corporations—stay together in the middle, creating the arm. But from 2000 to 2005—right when conservatives’ huge corporate cuts hit—the lines diverge sharply, with the homeowners’ share of property taxes sharply increasing, and Big Business’s share dropping. The whole thing looks like a “Y” sitting on its side—or like a claw.

This is the graphical representation of a stunning feat the antitax movement has pulled off—one that should be impossible. They have sold tax cuts for huge corporations and out-of-state landowners to the miners, truckers, ranchers, and various other blue-collar voters who scratch out a living on windswept heartland tundras like Montana. And antitax activists haven’t just sold these tax cuts—they have turned them into a populist, election-winning battle cry, like Braveheart’s William Wallace screaming “Freedom!” Only instead of getting the peasants to march into battle against the aristocracy, they have convinced them that liberation means handing the aristocracy even more treasure.

But now, out of the gate in this legislative session, Democrats are using the Claw as a weapon for their own uprising. Their William Wallace today is a barrel-chested Tommy Lasorda look-alike named Dan Harrington.

An aging Democratic state senator from Butte, Harrington, is the only member of Montana’s 1972 constitutional convention still serving in the legislature.*2 He is introducing Democratic governor Brian Schweitzer’s new property tax plan that would provide a $400 rebate to each resident homeowner, regardless of income or home value.

The proposal aims to hammer down the top talon of the Claw—and it contrasts with the Republicans’ plan to further widen the Claw by enacting another flat property tax rate cut that sends more of the benefits to out-of-state landowners and corporations.

That Democrats are leading with a tax bill in this legislative session shows they understand the need to face the issue head-on, but shows they also know that if they merely tried to out-Republican the Republicans by proposing even larger tax cuts, they would get outbid and then bashed for not going far enough. So, instead, they are using a $400-for-everyone proposal to try to force a confrontation—one not about whether to cut taxes or by how much, but about who should receive tax cuts.

And the message is getting through. The state’s largest newspapers all previewed today’s hearings with a wire story reporting that under the Democrats’ bill, “Someone who paid $175,000 for a split-level in Billings or Missoula would get the same $400 check as someone who paid $1 million for a luxury house in one of the state’s more exclusive valleys.”

“Industrial owners of taxable land and business equipment, such as PPL Montana [the state’s big energy company] would get nothing,” the story pointed out.

Harrington emphasizes all of these points—and the sedated look on Republican legislators’ faces tells me they know they are in trouble. They know their opponents are figuring out how to use class warfare for themselves.

The rebate’s cross-demographic appeal is evidenced by the line forming out the door. Representatives from the Chamber of Commerce to the AARP, to realtors, to small businesspeople, to citizens off the street are here to testify in support of the proposal (here in Montana, anyone who wants to testify is allowed to do so). The best of these is the guy speaking right now.

Named Kirk Hammerquist, he’s the closest thing to the Marlboro Man I’ve ever seen—and that’s saying a lot, this being Montana, where a visitor from Mars might believe belt buckles, chewing tobacco packs, pickup trucks, and facial hair are prerequisites for residency. Hammerquist, who owns a construction company in Kalispell, has got the whole cowboy look going—jeans, boots, and a mustache.

“I was driving down last night on an ice skating rink,” he’s says, recounting his journey through the snowstorm that just hit. “And I said, ‘why the heck am I doing this?’”

He then answers his question by going into campfire-story mode.

“About 1980, the timber industry was having a tough time in the Flathead, and a lumber company decided to make a statement by paying their paychecks on one Friday in $2 bills,” he says. “Do you know what the cash registers looked like in the Flathead Valley for the next eighteen months? They were filled with $2 bills.”

I’m starting to get a little lost until he ties it all together.

“I would like to see the same amount of $2 bills sent to absentee landowners or corporate executives in New York and see how long [those bills] would be in Flathead County—they’d never even make it here,” he says, contrasting the Democrats’ in-state tax cut bill with the Republicans’ proposal to give tax cuts to out-of-state corporations.

The line perfectly echoes the criticism Schweitzer and the Democrats have been repeating in the local media. “I know if I get more dollars to a Montana family, they’re going to spend it on Main Street,” the governor told newspapers during the first week of the session. “I don’t want to pick on anybody, but if you have Burlington Northern Santa Fe [Railway], if you give them another $1 million, what’s the chances that that $1 million is going to end up in Havre or Livingston or Billings or Kalispell? No, you give them another million dollars, it goes right into their general fund in Fort Worth [at their Texas headquarters].”

Hammerquist continues: “Look, $400 is not a lot, but it’s something…Talking to my work crew at lunch, asking what they would do with it, they said they’d buy a rifle, maybe buy a washing machine. The best one I probably heard was from an electrician. He said, ‘I’d buy studded snow tires for my daughter so I won’t worry so much when she drives home from Missoula.’”

He stops for a moment, takes a deep breath, and puts his hand to his temple.

“This state is really becoming a playground of the wealthy—we know it, we can’t deny it,” he says. “And don’t get me wrong, I have nothing against wealthy people—I’m trying my hardest to be one…. But to sit there and work on a three-to five-million-dollar home for an owner that is going to be there for a couple of months in the summer…and to think the guy that’s working with me [putting] all this pride and sweat into that house is going to get less than that person who is going to come play here for a few months—I tell ya, it made me drive all night. I speak for a lot of people, the guys that work with their hands. I had to come down and represent them.”

When you shoot skeet, you experience a special feeling the instant before you pull the trigger for a good shot. You know—you just know—that the clay pigeon (or, in Dick Cheney’s case, your friend’s face) is toast. Kirk Hammerquist, whether he knows it or not, just blew a clay pigeon out of the sky.

Everything about his testimony was perfect. From his “keep it in Montana” nativism all the way down to his clothes and mustache, he used all the Right’s populist themes for his own argument. The finish in particular was a thing of beauty. In one anecdote, this Marlboro Man lit a match off his beard and dropped it on a gasoline-soaked effigy of the rich-millionaire-out-of-stater that everyone here loves to hate.

The Republican lawmakers at the committee table sit there with the glassy-eyed look of stoners watching Dazed and Confused on a Sunday afternoon. They don’t know what hit them.

The panel will pass the bill on a party-line vote, and the Republicans will be embarrassed when they present their counterproposal.

As the Great Falls Tribune reports, the GOP is “closely questioned” about “why out-of-state trophy-home owners should share in Montana’s largesse” and why the superrich should get more than everyone else.

“As I understand it, the working-class folks in my district would be eligible for about $400, but the generous out-of-state folks who happen to live in my district and happen to measure their houses by acres and build $44 million homes are going to get a much more generous deduction,” Democratic state representative Mike Jopek is quoted as saying.

This focus on “out-of-state folks,” “executives in New York,” and central offices in Fort Worth that runs through the Democrats’ message is no coincidence. It is a carefully calibrated meme recognizing Montana as one of America’s boiling cauldrons of subjugation psychology—a belief that a place is oppressed by physical and cultural occupation from outsiders. This belief is crucial to most populist uprisings.

         

EVERYPLACE OUTSIDE OF America’s financial centers has its own unique strain of subjugation psychology. Being perpetually outraged at big, powerful, distant elites is being an American in the mythic sense of the term. It’s not that individual people are necessarily nasty to visitors or tourists or newcomers (in fact, when I moved in 2005, I found that Montanans are among the friendliest people around). It’s that the mass public’s collective psyche and the unwritten rules, rituals, and buzzwords of local political culture is all about backlash—and they reward politicians who channel the outrage.

The formulaic construction of election candidate rhetoric these days confirms the universality of subjugation psychology. Everyone has heard one or another local politician say “For too long, [insert ‘politicians’ or ‘bureaucrats’ or ‘elites’] in Washington, D.C., have been telling [insert state] what to do. I promise to fight for a bill that represents [insert state] values and [insert state] common sense.”

In the Deep South, subjugation psychology persists from the Civil War. In the Midwest, it’s all about the belief that the glorious titans of American industry and the Wise Men of Washington have deliberately left the region to die a death by a million outsourced factory jobs.

In rural New England, subjugation psychology revolves around the idea that the Big Boys in places like Boston and New York City don’t care about the rest of their states. This was legendarily proven back in 1998 in Vermont, when seventy-nine-year-old farmer Fred Tuttle spent just $201 on a successful U.S. Senate primary campaign to defeat millionaire Jack McMullen. Tuttle won simply by pointing out that McMullen had recently moved to Vermont from Massachusetts, and by asking McMullen at a debate to pronounce the name of a Vermont town, Calais—which McMullen said was “cah-lay,” but which is actually pronounced “cah-las.”

From this anti-outsider subjugation psychology comes nasty euphemisms and nicknames. For instance, there’s the penchant in many states for candidates to use any excuse at all to call their opponent “big-city.” If an opponent has lived in, done business in, or even visited a major metropolitan area, they can find themselves being tarred and feathered as “a big-city lawyer” or “a big-city executive”—the implication being that the opponent is a slick, urban phony invading Authentic America.

Similarly, I’m told that in the South, the worst thing you can be called in politics is a “Yankee” (though I’m not sure since I haven’t spent all that much time there…which probably makes me a Yankee). I do know that in New England, the label “flatlander” is the choice insult for out-of-staters and condemns them to political death.

I had my own personal experience with subjugation psychology when Vermont governor Howard Dean called me a flatlander in front of a few local reporters during one of my first trips up to Vermont as the spokesman for Congressman Bernie Sanders in 1999.*3 Delayed by a car accident that almost totaled my Jeep, I was late to a press conference and I looked totally disheveled—sweating, unshaven, no sport jacket. Dean said something about telling the “flatlander” press secretary that even though we’re in Vermont, people still try to clean themselves up before press conferences.

Everyone laughed at me, the slob who disrespected Vermont by not wearing a jacket, the idiot who thought Vermont was so uncivilized that he didn’t have to look presentable.

Me, the goddamned flatlander.

It was the same thing when I first worked in Montana in 2000. Everyone, including the candidate I was working for, called me a “city mouse.”

“Write up a press release, city mouse.”

“Hey, city mouse, what’s on the schedule today?”

“Go fuck yourself, you city mouse.”

The Rocky Mountain West has a unique—and uniquely intense—brand of subjugation psychology, brought on by its role as America’s last and most exploited colony.

This is a place where brutal companies like Anaconda Copper, owned by Wall Street titans, turned Butte, Montana, into one of the nation’s largest Superfund sites, first by slashing apart the landscape with copper mines, then by building smelters spewing arsenic, and finally by abandoning a giant open-pit mine that to this day leaks chemicals into the water table. It is a region where for the first half of the twentieth century, National Guard units served as private security forces for out-of-state barons, executing striking miners in epically named conflicts like the Colorado Labor Wars, fought against epically named leaders like Big Bill Haywood.

This stuff is not just ancient history, either. Consider Montana Power Company, once Big Sky Country’s economic gem. Just a few years ago, the company’s lobbyists convinced Republican governor Marc Racicot and the then-Republican-controlled legislature to deregulate the energy industry, helping the company liquidate its assets in pursuit of a get-rich-quick scheme pushed by the investment bank Goldman Sachs. Local electricity rates in the newly deregulated market soon went from some of the lowest in the nation to the highest. At the same time, Montana Power transformed itself into a dot-com shell called Touch America, which promptly went down the drain, along with thousands of Montanans’ retirement nest eggs that had been invested in the company’s stock.

The only folks who did well were the folks at Goldman Sachs in New York, and Montana Power’s executives, who quietly made off with multimillion-dollar golden parachutes. Oh, and Governor Racicot. He was rewarded for his corporate fealty with a million-dollar-a-year job in Washington helping the insurance companies pass legislation that makes sure they don’t have to pay full medical benefits for miners in Racicot’s hometown, Libby—miners who are afflicted with asbestos poisoning from their time digging up vermiculite.

Today’s colonial rulers may have different names, but the colonialism persists. If you look at the region’s macroeconomic data—with its heavy reliance on natural resource and raw agricultural exports—you may think you were looking at a ledger from the British East India Company, and the oil, gas, mining, railroad, and agribusiness magnates employ armies of lobbyists to make sure state governments continue allowing as much unbridled drilling, digging, and land raping as possible. Meanwhile, with employer intimidation and antiworker statutes having weakened the West’s industrial labor movement, the anti-union class warriors who gunned down worker rebellions at the region’s coal mines have now reemerged a century later in the region’s Wal-Marts. The Rockefellers used militiamen and machine guns to attack working people; the Waltons use lawyers and PR firms. The tactics are more muted, but the goal is the same: maintain control over the colony.

But subjugation psychology in the Rocky Mountain West is more than just a reaction to corporate domination. The last ten years have seen a dramatic population influx—in the northern Rocky Mountain states (Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming), it’s been largely coastal white-flighters, while in the southern tier (Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Nevada), it’s been those same groups plus Mexicans. And for a region that has been mostly white and working class for the last 150 years, the socioeconomic and ethnic population shifts have caused friction.

Among longtime residents who cling to that untouched Last Best Place spirit, the demographic changes have evoked feelings of physical invasion and resentment. Whether motivated by racism, xenophobia, or just a generalized aversion to change, more and more locals feel encroached on from above and below. They fear coastal aristocrats higher on the economic ladder turning their Main Street into a string of Starbucks and yoga studios, and they also fear that poor immigrants below them on the ladder are going to take their jobs and change local culture. They fear, in short, that their towns are becoming the new Cancuns—places that are both “a playground of the wealthy” as Hammerquist said, and also Latin American slums.

This perception is significantly enhanced by the visuals. From a Mercedes driving through downtown Jackson, Wyoming, to the new wine bar opening in Bozeman, Montana, to taco stands in Greeley, Colorado, locals feel as if the changes are being shoved in their face. Not surprisingly, despising the thought of out-of-staters, cursing at California license plates on luxury vehicles, and ranting about illegal immigrants have become both hobbies and political dialects in Middle America.

The white-flight newcomers also bring their own strain of subjugation psychology. Many of them have put down roots here specifically to escape something, whether it is traffic, liberals, Jews, crowds, black people—you name it, they’re fleeing from it and feel persecuted by it. Naturally, then, many come with a libertarian conservatism, adding to the region’s anti-everything-ism.

Some of that manifests itself as Republican votes in national elections. For example, George W. Bush won ninety-seven of the nation’s one hundred fastest-growing counties in 2004. But at the day-to-day level, that kind of libertarian disposition can be expressed as a Not-in-My-Back-Yard pseudo-environmentalism*4 —not surprising, considering most newcomers are deliberately fleeing urbanity. But this only feeds the subjugation psychology, because to blue-collar workers, Not in My Back Yard can be synonymous with an assault on their oil rig, timber, quarry, coal mine, and refinery jobs.

For much of the last half century, right-wing activists have succeeded in using subjugation psychology in local politics to make state legislatures the pay-by-the-hour motels of the American Right—the dimly lit places where conservative campaigns have been consummated in the most raw and crass ways.

Fifty years ago, conservatives waged a campaign against civil rights, flown under the banner of “states rights” and led by iconic governors like George Wallace railing on Washington for imposing new laws on the country. Next came the state-by-state legislative battle against the ratification of the federal Equal Rights Amendment—a campaign that launched the career of conservative leader Phyllis Schlafly.

More recently, it has been the antitax movement, which has found a home in a Rocky Mountain West that is already hospitable to antigovernment fervor. This place, more than anywhere else, has been the centerpiece of conservative activist Grover Norquist’s famed Leave Us Alone Coalition—the term he uses to describe the alliance of antitax, anti-gun-control, antiregulation and anti-environmental groups at the state level. As the Washington Post reported in 1987, conservatives had made the “defanging of Big Government” the “driving force behind modern populism”—a right-wing populism trying to impede the government rather than a progressive populism trying to get the government to do more to serve society.

Though this conservative strain of populism was marketed at the national level by Ronald Reagan, the campaigns that weaponized the antitax movement were orchestrated in state legislative settings—the settings that are subject to disproportionately little press scrutiny.

Sometimes the movement promoted racially charged television commercials depicting an imposing government grabbing cash out of your wallet and handing it over to urban “welfare queens.” Sometimes it ran so-called Right to Work or tort reform initiatives that demonized union leaders and trial attorneys as driving up business costs and, thus, taxes. Other times the movement authored ballot initiatives euphemistically called Taxpayer Bills of Rights, designed to regressively slash income tax rates for the rich and cut social services for the poor.

All of the narratives propelling the antitax movement cogently explained the quickly destabilizing economy of the “greed is good” 1980s and the go-go 1990s. Longtime natives were upset that new people were starting to crowd their towns, influence local culture, and drive up the cost of living. And so the movement gave them latte-drinking yuppies and limousine liberals to blame for raising taxes. Blue-collar types were getting frustrated with economic hardship after losing their natural resource jobs or seeing their wages decline. And so the movement diverted potential anger against unfair foreign competition into rage at unions and trial lawyers who were supposedly driving up business costs and taxes. And/for the white-flight newcomers? The movement attracted their affection by getting the government “off their back” in the form of tax “relief,” and then appealed to their revenge instincts by paying for those new tax breaks with social spending cuts—thus punishing the minorities and the poor that the newcomers were angrily fleeing from. Other parts of the Leave Us Alone Coalition latched onto subjugation psychology in their own ways as well, from National Rifle Association television ads attacking gun control as an East Coast scheme to spotted owl–type campaigns tarring and feathering state environmental laws as job-killing bastard children of tree-hugging hippies. Montana’s recent history shows how successful all this has been.

Once represented in Congress by progressive Democrats like Representative Pat Williams and Senator Mike Mansfield, by 1988, Big Sky Country had elected its first Republican U.S. senator in modern history—a come-from-nowhere auctioneer named Conrad Burns, who toppled two-term incumbent senator John Melcher (D) by portraying him as “a liberal who is soft on drugs, soft on defense and very high on social programs”—and, of course, a tax raiser. The race ended with Reagan himself dropping a bunker-buster bomb on Melcher’s campaign, vetoing the incumbent’s wilderness protection bill deliberately to enflame “divides [in] Montana between the conservationists and timber, mining and energy industries,” according to the Associated Press.

Six years later, when the smoke cleared from the 1994 national GOP revolution, Republicans had gained control of the state legislature and the governor’s office. By 1996, Williams was replaced by a right-wing Republican. And four years after that, the Claw first appeared, as big corporations’ share of property taxes plummeted and Montana homeowners’ share spiked.

Conservatives had become Montana’s political Establishment and the antitax zealotry the state’s dominant political ideology, mirroring the similar takeovers throughout the West.

         

THEN CAME THE phenomenon known as Brian Schweitzer—the barrel of a man whom I’m sharing a drink with right now.

“We’ve really got them jammed, don’t we?” he says, with a self-satisfied smile.

The Montana governor’s residence looks like the Brady Bunch’s house—sprawling, with a dark-shingled triangular roof. It does not evoke that feeling of history and tradition that a marble-columned governor’s mansion in another state might. But still, every time I walk in here, I marvel. Not at the house, but at the occupant, and how he arrived here.

When I first encountered Schweitzer in 1999, Rocky Mountain Republicans were at their zenith. Back then, he was just a fast-talking rancher who had never run for office before. Pugnacious to a fault and able to find humor in almost anything, Schweitzer saw a run for federal office as yet another exciting mountain to climb in the adventure that the Missoula Independent has affectionately called “The Life of Brian.” Only Schweitzer’s ascent to uprising leader hasn’t been some Monty Python parody. He is a man who, by his midforties, had developed irrigation projects in Libya, run a dairy farm in Saudi Arabia, conducted ranching business in Argentina, and built a successful mint farm from scratch in northwest Montana. To him, mounting a serious Democratic campaign against a Republican U.S. senator in a Republican state would be another fun challenge.

The year Schweitzer was kicking off his Senate run, my boss at the time, then-congressman Bernie Sanders of Vermont, was leading bus trips to Canada to help seniors buy lower-priced prescription drugs and highlight how the pharmaceutical industry rips off American consumers by charging grossly higher prices on this side of the border. Schweitzer, whom I had met in passing during one of his trips to D.C. to promote his candidacy, soon got in touch with me to tell me he, too, had been thinking of organizing similar trips. By mid-2000, the Canadian bus voyages were the hallmark of his campaign, and by the fall, when I came out to work for him full-time, he was gaining real ground on Burns. He ultimately lost by less than four percentage points.

For most of that first race, political insiders and donors thought Schweitzer was crazy, primarily because, other than Minnesota’s Paul Wellstone, no one could remember a non-millionaire, first-time political candidate being elected to the U.S. Senate. His telephone fund-raising calls, which I could hear one side of through the campaign office walls—they were painful.

“I’m running for the Senate in Montana…Sh-wight-zer, not Sheister…yes, Senate…no, not state senate, U.S. Senate…right, in Montana…yes, you heard that correctly, as a Democrat…Hello?…Hello?…Aw, shit, he hung up.”

Still, many people thought he was crazy not just because of the long odds he faced, but because, well, he is crazy.

When you meet Schweitzer, you may think he has attention deficit disorder or is on speed, or both. In one moment, he’s beaming like a kid with a new toy, pulling out a vial of biodiesel fuel and using his agronomy background to lecture you about how to solve America’s energy problems. In another moment, he’ll invite you to come shoot skeet with him—then he’ll tell you about his science-fiction-sounding plans to make Butte the first geothermally powered city. And a minute later, his expression will darken, and he’ll lean his moonface in toward you and scold you for suggesting he make a short-term political move that he’s already plotted a nineteen-step strategy for. “Listen very fucking closely and get your fucking head in the game,” he’ll snarl before explaining how he’s already figured out how to “jam those bastards” (“those bastards” being Republicans, lobbyists, or whoever else is the target of the day).

Working on his original longshot 2000 Senate campaign, I saw a candidate that fully understands subjugation psychology, how conservatives have used that psychology in the West, and how to use it for himself and the populist uprising he now leads.

His 2000 Senate run, for example, was not shrouded in standard Democratic Party talking points about expanding social spending programs—talking points that would have sailed straight into the conservatives’ antitax and anti–Big Government buzz saw. Instead, his bus trips and campaign commercials channeled the public’s anger at high drug prices into anger at the pharmaceutical industry and an incumbent who took tens of thousands of dollars from that industry. His 2004 gubernatorial campaign against Republican Secretary of State Bob Brown wasn’t the bloodless legal brief about management and competence that so many Democratic campaigns have become. It was the go-for-the-jugular attack on how lobbyists had used the Republican Party as a vehicle to perform a corporate takeover of state government—and it worked. Schweitzer was the first Democrat to win a Montana gubernatorial election in sixteen years, and his win came on an election night that saw Democrats get wiped out all over the country. Today Montana Democrats control not only the governor’s office, but both U.S. Senate seats, the state senate, and four out of five statewide constitutional offices.

Within weeks of Schweitzer’s inauguration in 2005, Republicans vowed to “engage in a crusade to politically destroy him,” as the Missoula Independent reported. The new governor responded by lashing his name to a legislative agenda headlined by bills to raise the amount of tax write-offs small businesses could take and to prevent legislators from immediately becoming lobbyists. He also championed a bill forcing the state’s price-gouging electric utility to buy a certain percentage of its energy from renewable sources—a policy that both was pro-environment and created a guaranteed market for his state’s farmers and wind energy producers. Topping it off, he made headlines kicking one of the world’s largest railroad companies, Burlington Northern Santa Fe, square in the teeth, telling company executives that unless they immediately cleaned up the environmental mess they had made in the town of Livingston, the state would clean it up and bill them for the work. Montanans loved it, and polls showed that he was one of the country’s most popular governors.

The national political pundits who fawned over Schweitzer attributed his success to his sharp tongue, bolo ties, cowboy boots, and eye for good political spectacles—the latter of which is impressive, whether it was his bus trips to Canada, his press conference taking a shot of whiskey to celebrate the state’s most famous bar, or his legendary stunt dumping a suitcase full of campaign cash on the capitol floor.

But Schweitzer’s flair is the magician’s diversion—the pyrotechnics in the right hand that grab the audience’s attention for the split second that’s needed to really pull off the trick with the left. His true talent is neither the showmanship nor the Buffalo Bill apparel, but the ability to steal the populist mantle from conservatives and position himself as the leader of a new uprising. His tax proposal in that first legislature played to subjugation psychology’s “get off my back” instincts, and, because he made sure to use his bully pulpit to call himself a tax cutter at every turn, it helped him avoid being caught in the conservatives’ old antitax thicket. Likewise, his challenges to the big out-of-state corporations at the heart of key problems like high energy prices, declining family farm incomes, and environmental degradation created targets for popular blame.

Now Schweitzer and his Democratic allies in the legislature are trying to expand their success with the tax rebate plan that Schweitzer has been crafting for most of the fall.

“This is Huey Long kind of stuff,” he says, taking a sip of whiskey. He tells me he’s been reading a biography of that famed Louisiana governor who became a national folk hero for campaigning on a radical Share Our Wealth platform.

Schweitzer doesn’t have conversations like most people. He alternates between telling you stories and simply declaring things. He rarely asks questions, and even more rarely asks for advice, but not because he doesn’t want it or take it. He just gets input by reading your reactions, not by asking for them. If he wants to know your thoughts on an issue, he’ll give you his, and then see how you respond. His whole affect is goal oriented—the reason he talks is to get information. Sometimes he wants to see your reaction to a story he’s telling; other times, such as right now, he wants the most minute political gossip.

Chatting in the living room of the governor’s residence, I can tell he is looking for scuttlebutt on the legislature. I let him know I’ve been hearing criticism of him from some lawmakers on the left. Democrats who are rightly worried about Republicans’ previous cuts to health care and education programs in the name of tax cuts, have been raising important questions about why their governor is spending any money at all on more tax cuts.

Schweitzer wants the names of the people who have been whispering. I refuse. He gets annoyed.

“They have to know we need to own taxes if we are going to do all that other stuff,” he says. “As long as we don’t raise taxes and cut some taxes, we’ll be able to do most of what we want to do.”

It’s certainly true that, at one level, the antitax movement is still winning, since the legislature remains locked in a debate over what kinds of tax cuts to provide, rather than whether to cut taxes at all.

But Schweitzer’s strategy is a page from the playbook of Saul Alinsky, the radical twentieth-century organizer and modern-day Machiavelli, who was one of history’s great uprising architects. Alinsky believed that to be successful, political actors must “start from where the world is, as it is, not as [they] would like it to be.” Schweitzer’s comment about taxes is made in the spirit of Alinsky’s remark. It is an acknowledgment of the specific political landscape in front of him—one scorched from years of antitax crusades.

All of Schweitzer’s other proposals—to better fund education, expand health care, and increase investment in renewable energy—will rely on Democrats’ using the tax issue to wedge apart the conservatives’ antitax movement, which up until now has unified all the different wings of the Republican Party, from the libertarians, to the militiamen, to the country-clubbers.

“Fifteen percent of the Republican legislators are in the red zone, the insane right-wing zone, but the other 75 percent are just regular Republicans,” one lawmaker told me before I walked over from the capitol to the governor’s residence. “What holds all of them together is a collective hatred of taxation. They’ve used tax cuts to kill us over the years. But if we get smart and don’t allow Republicans to unify around that, they have nothing.”

That is exactly what Schweitzer and the uprising are banking on.

         

A FEW WEEKS after the first clash between the antitax movement and the populist uprising in that tiny attic in the capitol, a Democratic lawmaker invites me along with him on a legislator bus trip sixty miles down the road to the Butte Convention Center, where the Continental Basketball Association is having its annual all-star game. Montana doesn’t get many professional sports events, so the Convention Center is bustling—but this is still a Butte affair. A full bar is serving liquor right next to the court, and the mascot of the town’s CBA team, the Daredevils, is a guy dressed in a white, star-spangled, full-body Evel Knievel outfit—a tribute to the motorcycle stuntman and Butte native.

Within a few minutes of the game’s tip-off, I find myself talking to a short, tubby, thousand-year-old sea dog whose thick white mustache and Coke-bottle spectacles could land him a role as a stunt double for Wilford Brimley. His name is Red—rather appropriate, not because he has red hair (he doesn’t), but because old dudes like him always seem to have a spunky name like Sonny or Pop or Doc or, well, Red.*5 

For thirty years, Red was a legislator from Anaconda—a town just a few miles west of here named after the copper company whose smelter was there. Now, since term limits started in 2000, Red has retired from legislating and is one of the few paid staff members for the House Democrats.

Red is full of the kinds of quips you would expect from any crusty-looking senior who looks like a star from Cocoon. “The more these executives and lawyers make,” he tells me, in a typical growl between beers, “the stupider they seem to be.” (Amen, Red).

The game grinds on, and I drift between paying attention to the fairly awful basketball down on the court and paying attention to Red, until he says something that I just can’t get out of my head.

“You know,” he says wistfully, “there aren’t any more really big players on our side.”

“What do you mean?”

Oh, sure, he agrees we got Schweitzer.

“But now,” he says with a sigh, “it’s the right-wing crazies who have all the juice.”

His comment lingers in my mind for the rest of the night, and back in Helena the next morning I decide to go up to the capitol to see if Red is right. I want to corner a rank-and-file Republican legislator and see if the GOP has any strategy—or “juice”—at all. I think Schweitzer and the Democratic legislators do—but it’s not clear the GOP does. Though they are using their one-vote House majority to stymie the Democrats’ tax offensive, their own proposals to hand over new tax cuts to big corporations aren’t gaining any public traction.

“They don’t care about public traction,” my friend and former state senate leader Steve Doherty tells me over the phone when I mention to him what I’m looking to find out. “They don’t care because they are the mob.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask. “They’re still politicians. They have to care at some level.”

“No they don’t. The mob thinks it doesn’t have to care. That’s why it’s called the mob.”

He’s referring, of course, to the four Republican lawmakers that lead the House. Folks have taken to calling them “the mob,” though for full disclosure: I’m uncomfortable with this nickname because it is an insult to organized crime. Nothing that goes on in the circus that is the Montana legislature is organized, even if some of it is criminal.

Two of the mob leaders, House Speaker Scott Sales and Constitution Party Rep. Rick Jore, are committed members of the antitax movement. These are the guys Red was referring to when he told me about “the right-wing crazies.”

For the last few years, Sales was a nobody backbencher so invisible that he was labeled “a political unknown” by the Associated Press. What little notoriety he had came from bills like the one he authored in 2003 to remove provisions in state law that make Ku Klux Klan cross burning a hate crime. Though he had never even headed a legislative committee, he was nonetheless elected the head of his party in 2007 largely on a promise to be better than his predecessors at crushing dissent from moderate Republicans.

Beady-eyed with a tall wave of thinning black hair, Sales would be a good fit for a bad guy in a Coen brothers movie, except that to beef up his authenticity, the Coens would have to tone down Sales’s comedy-show clothes. The forty-seven-year-old Republican regularly struts around the capitol wearing an elaborate Howdy Doody costume, complete with tassles and supershiny boots—ostentatious garb that advertises to everyone that he’s not actually a real rancher, but instead a semiretired computer-salesman-turned-gentleman-farmer who has only lived in Montana for sixteen years and thinks he’s a cowboy because he owns a hobby ranch in the Bozeman suburbs.

One of Sales’s first acts was appointing Jore, his ideological soul mate, to the chairmanship of the House Education Committee, despite (or probably because of ) Jore’s absolute opposition to all public education (no joke). And if you think that’s extreme, that’s about as moderate as Jore gets.

The first third-party legislator elected to the Montana legislature in almost eighty years, Jore proudly says his beliefs are a form of “fundamentalism.” He represents the Constitution Party—an organization that is about as close as there is to an official political wing of the militia movement. The nonpartisan Montana Human Rights Network reports that one of the founders of this party was also one of the founders of Project 7—a group whose leaders were convicted a few years ago for “amass[ing] stockpiles of ammunition, weapons and survival gear in a plot to assassinate officials and foment an anti-government revolution,” according to Reuters. Jore has called government workers “tyrants” and has said that America is being overtaken by “liberal socialists [who] have forfeited liberty and justice.” Incongruously, he is pudgy, soft spoken, and friendly. If he were an actor, he’d be John Candy—only he wouldn’t do teenage comedies—he’d more likely star in films about overthrowing the U.S. government.

“The mob” is rounded out by House Majority Leader Michael Lange and Appropriations Chairman John Sinrud—two balding thugs who could be the “before” models for Hair Club for Men commercials. They are the goons who enforce the conservative lunacy of Sales and Jore. Both equally greasy, stocky, loud, and mean spirited, they are for whatever Democrats are against, and against whatever Democrats are for, willing to be on any side of an issue if it means sticking it to their enemies.

In the face of the Democrats’ tax offensive, the mob has lately been retreating to “Big Government” attacks on spending by unilaterally scrapping Schweitzer’s entire budget and proposing massive spending cuts. That includes a new initiative to slash the budget of the Department of Public Health and Human Services (read: programs for poor people) from $3 billion to $300—yes, $300.

Republicans seem to be taking the budget hostage with the explicit goal of using it as a bargaining chip to get Democrats to agree to pass their tax proposal, which converts the $400-for-everyone rebate into an across-the-board rate cut—one that gives energy company PP&L Montana $1.5 million, Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway $1.2 million, and ExxonMobil $300,000.

Incredibly—or predictably—they are also digging in to oppose a bill by Senator Jim Elliott (D) that “targets out-of-state residents who have income-tax debts and won’t pay them, out-of-staters who get mineral royalty income in Montana, out-of-state companies that welch on their state bed tax or telecommunication taxes, and taxpayers who may be using an obscure trust mechanism to hide income from taxation,” according to the Helena Independent Record. Put into plain language, Elliott’s bill cracks down on tax cheating.

It is a complicated piece of legislation, so when I see Elliott coming out of a committee room, I grab him and ask to speak with him about it. He hustles me into his windowless office on the fourth floor of the capitol.

The place is a mess. Stacks of papers, three-ring binders, magazines, charts, and newsletters are strewn everywhere. Three of the four walls are covered in old news scraps and Xeroxes of well-worn motivational quotes. The other wall, right next to his desk in the corner, is covered by a big magnetic dry erase board that he has made into a legislative tracking chart. Movable patches have bill numbers on them, and along the top, columns designate where the bill is (House, Senate, committee, etc.).

Elliott is a Democrat who represents a Republican-leaning district in Sanders County, which sits along the Montana-Idaho border. Slightly cross-eyed and wearing a hearing aid, he has a grandfatherly way about him in that he is affable and crotchety at the same time. He seems more fit for reading a child a bedtime story than for dueling with oil, gas, and timber lobbyists who despise his tax enforcement bill. But he is a man possessed.

He starts handing me reams of paper about his bill. One of the most telling is a report showing that state auditors in 2005 found that the gap between taxes owed and taxes paid in Montana is somewhere between $178 million and $240 million a year—a 22 percent noncompliance rate. In all, a quarter of the state’s economy could be totally “off the books,” Elliott says.

As the chairman of the Senate Taxation Committee, he is the lead sherpa for the property tax rebate bill, but I can tell this tax cheat bill is his passion. I can also tell that he intimately appreciates the politics of the populist uprising he is a part of. He gets that the goal is to force the antitax movement to defend tax cheating and regressive tax cuts, and he realizes that, to achieve that goal, he has to avoid the “tax raiser” label. This is why he proposes to take revenues recovered by his tax cheat bill and
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