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			Introduction

			The Disaster That Wasn’t

			It was approaching midnight in Canberra, Australia. Around the world people anxiously watched their computer screens—or anything digital for that matter. Over the previous two years, industry insiders had been concerned about the biggest computer glitch of all time, something called the “Y2K bug.”1 Outgoing President Bill Clinton, not wishing any more tarnish on his already-stained reputation, had sent his “czar” on the bug to be in the air when the clock turned to the witching hour. It was a symbolic goat tethering: If John Koskinen—Clinton’s digital specialist—was wrong, there was a good chance his airplane would crash out of the sky with him in it. 

			Only four or five years earlier, no one (except a few serious IT nerds) even knew of a “millennium bug,” as the Y2K issue was called, let alone were concerned about it. Insiders started to notice that the computer programs and formatting of calendar data had all been set to just two-digit changes. For example, the year 1996 on the computer would just read “96.” But the flip over to a new century had, at least in many cases, never been considered, let alone programmed. Over a relatively short period, it dawned on those in the tech industry that the shift at midnight to the year 2000 could cause catastrophic damage if computers tried to reset to 1900, thus possibly causing them to spectacularly crash. No one knew the dangers. Some insisted that everything from computer-controlled gas pumps to water treatment plants could experience complete failure. Others warned that electronically controlled (and thus computer-reliant) prison doors would fly open, provoking images of the murder rampage scenes in the movie Natural Born Killers.

			Warning signs first appeared when grocery store credit card readers began rejecting cards with expiration dates after 2000.2 JavaScript, Microsoft Excel, and even some programming languages such as Perl and Java experienced glitches.3 Since no one knew exactly what the ramifications of the bug were, people grew concerned that anything digital, including Social Security checks or Individual Retirement Account disbursements automatically dispatched by computers, would cease.

			IT departments that foresaw a problem quickly made inroads with corporations to address it, but even those possessing robust systems supposedly with rewritten codes still had no idea what midnight going into the year 2000 would bring. One grocery store IT director kept mum about his company’s success, afraid that if they missed something it would generate embarrassing headlines. “Better to be an anonymous success than a public failure,” he reasoned.4 The potential of a nuclear power plant going berserk—with Chernobyl still fresh in peoples’ minds—instilled sobriety into the tech departments of corporations around the world. By 1998 most had major efforts under way to prevent a meltdown. That year, Congress formed an oversight committee.5 

			The companies were successful. As one Stanford professor claimed, “the Y2K crisis didn’t happen precisely because people started preparing for it over a decade in advance.”6 While some may have thought it a hoax or a waste of time, the event was a good illustration of how, if America’s business sector perceives something to be problem, it could take measures to correct it. 

			Just a quarter century earlier, Americans would have been mystified if you had spoken of a nationwide shutdown caused by computers. To Americans of the 1970s, most of the computing devices—really little more than advanced calculators at that time—were found in big businesses, and the overwhelming majority of them came marked “IBM.” “Big Blue,” as Tom Watson Jr.’s company was nicknamed, had controlled 85 percent of the world computer market in the late 1960s. No one thought any other company could even challenge its dominance. 

			While computers had been necessary to landing a man on the moon (with what then was a programming capability that today would fit in a single iPhone), by the mid-1970s the machines had worked their way into almost every major business by performing payroll, keeping personnel records, scheduling airline flights, and a myriad of other functions. (In 1952, CBS had used a computer to predict the outcome of the election.) IBM and its massive mainframe systems dominated the market and, with a few exceptions, defined what a computer was. That changed with the arrival of the Apple 1 in 1976. Even then, home or “desktop” computers were hardly a rage, and certainly not a necessity. Most industry executives thought them a toy with little sales potential.

			A host of other companies were already producing personal computers before Apple, and after Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak sprang their device on the world, dozens more joined the competition. The most successful of those, Bill Gates’s IBM Personal Computer (PC), soon surpassed Apple in sales, but at the time, picking a winner still remained anybody’s guess. What all but a few futurists such as George Gilder missed, however, was that the PC would soon become the essence of modern computing, relegating mainframes to only the most massive of government and business headquarters. And then the PC would be replaced by even smaller devices, such as laptops and even phones.

			With the birth of the internet in 1991, the value of a personal computer soared even more as the world was opened up to any individual connected to the World Wide Web (“www”). The predicted transformation of economics and culture began shortly after that, much as Gilder predicted in his series of books. Far more than any time in the previous one hundred years, people could be connected in unexpected and unpredictable ways. Consumers could literally shop the globe, and personal information began to seep out despite layers of preventative protocols. 

			In retrospect, it appeared that the “happy age” of economist John Maynard Keynes had come to pass. His 1920 book The Economic Consequences of the Peace celebrated the world that had existed just a few years earlier when 

			the inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of the whole earth, in such quantity as he might see fit, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his doorstep; he could at the same moment and by the same means adventure his wealth in the natural resources and new enterprises of any quarter of the world, and share, without exertion or even trouble, in their prospective fruits and advantages; or he could decide to couple the security of his fortunes with the good faith of the townspeople of any substantial municipality in any continent that fancy or information might recommend. He could secure forthwith, if he wished it, cheap and comfortable means of transit to any country or climate without passport or other formality, could despatch [sic] his servant to the neighboring office of a bank for such supply of the precious metals as might seem convenient, and could then proceed abroad to foreign quarters, without knowledge of their religion, language, or customs.7 

			Except what took days, weeks, or months in Keynes’s time now could take seconds with the internet, especially when it came to the transmission of information. 

			Until the internet itself became the leading source of news, the major newspapers and television outlets remained secure as gatekeepers. That also changed in June 1980 with the founding of Cable News Network (CNN) by Ted Turner in Atlanta. Broadcasting news unceasingly, CNN made news a twenty-four-hour business. CNN opened the door for numerous forms of news competition that would soon, in turn, relegate it to a lower status and ultimately shrinking viewership. More important, since real news (i.e., events that had a significant impact on the lives of a majority of the population) did not occur every hour, let alone every minute, the very concept of news changed. It took a back seat to an endless deluge of filler, quasi-news, gossip, rumor, and above all entertainment or advertising disguised as “news.” News transformed from information that people could “access” to a product for corporations to sell. (It’s worth noting that the “news division” of major networks was never viewed as a profit center.) The epitome of what CNN started came with Operation Desert Storm in 1991, where the United States and its allies crushed an Iraqi army that, on paper at least, seemed formidable—all of which occurred under the watchful eye of the camera. It was the first war in history that was broadcasted in real time, with a modicum of censorship.

			Nothing spoke to the drama or titillation of this new definition of news as did the scandal involving President Clinton. His dalliances with Monica Lewinsky, a young intern in the Oval Office—and his subsequent criminal acts of lying to federal authorities, forgery, and attempting to coerce witnesses—gripped the public. For several years leading up to his 1998 impeachment for lying under oath and obstruction of justice, Clinton’s sex life (and associated lies) dominated the twenty-four-hour news media. Television lawyers and legal experts babbled ceaselessly about his predicament—though, of course, nothing on the scale of the O. J. Simpson trial in 1995, which produced a cottage industry of lawyer-celebrities on the cable channels. 

			Clinton was impeached on two counts of “high crimes and misdemeanors” in 1998 but was acquitted on both by the Senate trial in 1999, all under the full-time glare of cameras and, by then, relentless analyses by AM radio hosts such as Rush Limbaugh. Clinton’s acquittal was entirely derived from his high-performing economy, itself largely based on policies from an earlier era, that of Ronald Reagan. Clinton, when discussing with his inner circle how best to keep up his poll numbers, heeded the advice of his adviser James Carville (“It’s the economy, stupid”) and wisely left most of those policies in place. He also owed his survival to a new type of politics that surpassed even Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “brains trust,” a “war room” of loyalists who sent out faxed “talking points” daily to a slavish media that repeated them, often verbatim and often universally.

			Still, the Lewinsky affair left Americans gravely distressed about Clinton’s behavior and the declining decorum he brought to the Oval Office. Equally significant, the acquittal—for which most Americans expressed approval—nevertheless left them with a growing cynicism of the political process. They knew in their hearts Clinton should have been removed, but his policies paid too well.

			Perhaps the most cataclysmic development to come out of the Lewinsky affair occurred not in the Oval Office, but in a small office that housed a new internet news source run by a Walter Duranty–wannabe, Matt Drudge. Matt Drudge and Andrew Breitbart had created a news aggregator site run on less than $3,500 a day that reached into newsrooms from The Washington Post and The New York Times to dozens of political, business, and cultural magazines around the country to hundreds of smaller papers. Able to see headlines—and stories—before they were published, The Drudge Report simply provided a web link (or, in the vernacular, “linked”) to the original stories. But understanding the market, Drudge recast the headlines in a more shocking, muckraker style, such as “Newsweek Kills Story on White House Intern,” which was his blockbuster headline that first revealed the presence of Monica Lewinsky.8 Drudge only broke the story because part of the story itself was the fact that the so-called mainstream media of the day—Newsweek—already had the details and planned to kill it. Or, the liberal media was lying by omission to protect Clinton. For the first time in the history of journalism, the journalists themselves became the object of reporting.

			Once it became clear that stories could be previewed and that links to them could be provided to the public, it was game over for editors with an agenda. (That led, in 2008, to the UK’s The Daily Telegraph labeling Drudge the “world’s most powerful journalist.”)9 Someone would have information somewhere. It only needed to be found, and internet sleuths soon figured out how to expose it to the public. Indeed, their business model depended on getting it out sooner rather than later, accuracy be damned, which produced yet another transformation in journalism.

			That strategy had already been forced on television news by CNN. At first, CNN held to a certain degree of objectivity, but by the early 1990s, its liberal bias had caught up to it. Indeed, during the years of Reagan’s presidency, virtually all of the somewhat-objective news shows had drifted farther left in their effort to diminish or dilute the impact of Reagan’s success. A decade later, when CNN joined them, there was a gaping hole for an alternative, conservative (or, some would say, honest) news service. That hole was filled in 1996 by Fox News. 

			With the increasingly partisan, liberally biased news and the twenty-four-hour news cycle, stories could no longer be kept secret. They could only be “spun,” as political insiders called it. That is, partisans could put their own interpretation on a story while claiming the same “facts” as their opponents. Control of stories became critical, especially when it came to life-and-death situations such as the FBI raid at David Koresh’s Waco compound in 1993 or the wave of Islamic terrorist attacks (commencing that same year with the World Trade Center truck bombing). It was here, in this new Wild West arena of news, that Drudge and the new open media came face to face with Clinton’s sexual escapades.

			By itself, Clinton’s sex life would not have generated as much concern (presuming he had never lied under oath or engaged in a half dozen other illegal cover-ups) except that they seemed to taint his job performance in other ways. He had been on the phone discussing troop deployments related to the Yugoslav War in 1995 while receiving oral sex from Monica Lewinsky. On at least one occasion, according to the report investigating President Donald Trump for “Russian collusion,” the Russians actually taped Clinton having phone sex with Lewinsky.10 Fortunately, no disastrous consequences stemmed from his distractions. Later, however, Clinton would exhibit a similar lack of focus over the terrorist Osama bin Laden, and America would pay a heavy—and still ongoing—price for that. But that was still in the future.

			Just a month after the newly elected Clinton had been sworn in, Islamic radicals attacked the New York World Trade Center in 1993 with a car bomb in an effort to collapse one of the towers into the other. It failed, but revealed the sheer audacity of the conspirators, including the main funder, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed (though he went by at least fifty pseudonyms). A Pakistani raised in Kuwait, Mohammed (there were multiple spellings) was a member of the radical Muslim Brotherhood and studied in the US, receiving a BS degree in 1986 from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University.11 He quit the Muslim Brotherhood because they were not violent enough. 

			Relocating to Peshawar, Pakistan, Mohammed joined the jihad or “holy war” against the Soviets in Afghanistan. After receiving an advanced degree from Punjab University, he moved to Qatar. During that time, he funded a group of like-minded killers that included Ramzi Yousef, Mahmud Abouhalima, and Mohammad Salameh who plotted to blow up one of the support structures in the World Trade Center tower so that it would collapse into the other. When that failed, he relocated to the Philippines where he conceived of Operation Bojinka. This Manila-based plot involved terrorists boarding a total of twelve flights, leaving bombs with timers, and then leaving to board other planes. All explosions were set to go off at the same time, which, they hoped, would kill at least five thousand people. Mohammed had assumed most of the passengers would be Americans. However, a different sort of explosion caused the plot to fail. An accidental fire in the apartment the bomb makers were using led Philippine authorities to find a laptop computer with detailed plans to the scheme. At that time, Col. Rodolfo Mendoza, a counterterrorism expert for the Philippine police, warned that Mohammed and the others who escaped the dragnet had a plan to fly a plane into CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. Mendoza said the tip was “not taken seriously.”12 Mendoza’s story would be repeated endlessly until 9/11. Routinely, the CIA and FBI dismiss claims by foreign intelligence officers or police as unreliable. 

			Mohammed, though, was just getting started. He returned to Qatar and obtained a government job in the ministry of electricity and water. On a trip to Sudan in 1995, he met the son of a Saudi millionaire named Osama bin Laden. A dedicated hater who had fought Russians in Afghanistan, Bin Laden now transferred his venom to Israel and the US, known by the terms the “near enemy” and the “far enemy,” respectively. Mohammed then popped up on the radar of the US, which asked Qatar to arrest him in 1996. He fled to Afghanistan and, within a year, was reunited with Bin Laden who also had his terrorist group, al-Qaeda (“the Base”), operating there. Bin Laden failed to recruit Mohammed to al-Qaeda until after the terrorist organization proved itself in the 1998 bombings of American embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, that killed more than two hundred people.

			For the first time, Bin Laden and al-Qaeda came under scrutiny from the FBI. Under Clinton and his Attorney General Janet Reno, the US fought terrorism with a “law enforcement” approach (as opposed to war) and indicted twenty-one people for various roles in the bombings. Lawrence Wright, a journalist and expert on al-Qaeda, concluded that initially Bin Laden used the embassies as targets to lure the US into Afghanistan. But Clinton only took half measures, ordering a series of missile strikes on Sudan and Bin Laden’s Afghan bases. Those did minimal damage to the terror organization. (In Sudan, the US apparently bombed an aspirin factory.) Before long, information surfaced that in an effort to get the “most favorable nation” trading status, Sudan had offered Clinton Bin Ladin alive or dead six separate times. Clinton refused, citing the likelihood that convicting him in a courtroom would be difficult—again, a function of the law enforcement response to terrorism. Although the 9/11 Commission—which many claim was an effort to whitewash any specific culpability—claimed there was “no credible evidence” that the Sudanese Minister of Defense, Elfatih Erwa, had offered up Bin Laden, journalist/historian Lawrence Wright stated that in his interviews with Erwa such an offer was made.13

			Clinton’s weakness, and the futility of the law enforcement approach, worked to the detriment of Clinton’s vice president, Al Gore, who became the Democratic nominee for the presidency in 2000. Even as Gore prepared to take on Clinton’s mantle, al-Qaeda formulated new plots. The next attack involved a terror bombing of four tourist sites in Jordan, a bomb planted at Los Angeles International Airport (LAX), the use of a suicide boat-bomb to strike the USS The Sullivans, and the hijacking of Indian Airlines Flight 814 to occur on or near January 1, 2000. Collectively, those were known as the “millennium plots.” They were broken up almost by accident when, on December 14, 1999, a border guard in Washington state stopped an Algerian man, Ahmed Ressam, who was bringing in explosives about the size of those used to destroy the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995. Authorities learned that Ressam’s target was LAX. Ressam was more of a freelance murderer—not a regular, throat-slashing, al-Qaeda true believer (though he learned his trade at one of the camps Bin Laden financed). Other millennium plots were foiled as well: Jordanian forces broke up the attack there, and the attempted bombing of The Sullivans unraveled when the boat carrying the explosives sank before detonating. The Indian Airlines flight was taken hostage, then all prisoners released in exchange for captive militants.

			Even with all that carnage, there was no indication Clinton took al-Qaeda or Islamic terrorists as seriously as he should have. America soon paid a heavy price. Al-Qaeda struck again on the water in Yemen’s Aden harbor, using similar tactics to The Sullivans attack, when a bomb-laden terrorist craft blew up alongside the USS Cole, a guided missile destroyer, punching a gash in the ship’s side. Seventeen sailors were killed and another thirty-seven injured, and as Clinton again failed to respond, Bin Laden grew even more angry that he had failed to provoke the “far enemy.”

			Those repeated attacks on America remained largely concealed by a US media focused on Clinton’s struggle with (to them) evil Republicans trying to oust a popular president. Moreover, for the first time since the administration of John F. Kennedy, when news sources concealed Jack’s multiple affairs and serious health issues, the Clinton-era media engaged in cover-up mode to protect the president from criticism. Nothing Clinton did—or didn’t do—to stop al-Qaeda during his presidency came in for scrutiny from the major news sources. 

			A further troublesome development within journalism involved the way the major outlets were rapidly consolidating in ways that would have prompted a trustbuster like Teddy Roosevelt to vigorously prosecute them. Smaller newspapers around the country were gobbled up by larger corporations, while even the largest papers were being folded into larger non-news corporate entities. In 2000, the Times Mirror merged with the Tribune Company, publisher of the Chicago Tribune, and bringing into the company the Baltimore Sun. By 2018, Gannett, publisher of the popular USA Today, acquired a total of 216 papers, including 107 dailies; New Media/GateHouse owned 451 papers (mostly smaller, local papers), including 153 dailies; and Digital First Media controlled the Denver Post, the Boston Herald, the Orange County Register, and San Jose’s The Mercury News, among 155 other papers.14 To be sure, as of 2000, these giants had not acquired all of these papers, but the trend was shocking: Locally owned papers with regional viewpoints were extinguished, replaced by large corporations mostly headquartered in large cities and run, not by locals, but by liberal elites of the “ruling class.” By the turn of the century, it was difficult to cite a single large-city newspaper that could be considered in any way conservative in its outlook or editorials.

			That meant that a narrow, uniform, almost identical “party line” of news was transmitted on a steady basis. While the television monopoly of the “Big Three” (ABC, NBC, and CBS) had been broken by CNN and, later, Fox Television, still only Fox offered truly different views on politics and the economy. For that reason, Limbaugh’s revolutionary radio show retained a powerful audience of twenty million, with roughly four to five million tuning in at a given time. Limbaugh sustained his audience through both Republican and Democratic presidencies and warded off a constant stream of attacks on his sponsors and radio stations. Early in the 2000s, Democrats tried to mimic Limbaugh’s success in talk radio with liberal hosts, but all attempts failed. None had his wit, his humor, but most importantly, none had his political analysis skills. 

			With few exceptions, Limbaugh proved accurate in his predictions of shifts in the political winds. He had, for example, early in the life of his show identified a war against SUVs (sport utility vehicles, which had found a niche between vans and the more obsolete station wagons) as the vanguard of the then-labeled “global warming” movement. Limbaugh warned that the attack on SUVs was the first shot in a war by environmentalists to eliminate the auto—long a desire of leftists as they pined for an America more like Europe with its mass transportation. SUVs constituted freedom, independence, and, above all, divisions of wealth, as only more affluent members of the middle class could afford them. The left, on the other hand, wanted mass transportation systems it could monitor and control and sought to force populations onto buses, subways, and trains. Limbaugh brilliantly noted that he could “read the stitches on a fastball”15 (i.e., the intent of liberals and/or their policies) and correctly observed that “they (i.e., liberals) will tell you who they fear”16 by their attacks.

			What made Limbaugh’s voice so powerful and attractive was the fact that he stood almost alone in such warnings. With the exception of The Washington Times, then dismissed as a newspaper of the “Moonies” because of its ownership by the Korean Unification Church, Sun Myung Moon, and Fox News (which remained mainline conservative, not populist, in its reporting), viewpoints such as those Limbaugh held couldn’t be found in any major national forum. Most important, Limbaugh had access to ordinary Americans—truckers on the road listening to him, housewives at home, people on lunch breaks. One actor, who wished to remain anonymous, once told me that even in liberal Hollywood, “All the guys in the trucks [meaning set builders, lighting, and sound people] listen to Rush on their lunch hour. You can hear them.”

			Another destructive side effect of the twenty-four-hour news cycle emerged: Outlets demanded “news,” even if there was none to be had. Events such as the arrest and trial of former football star O. J. Simpson in 1994–95 took on televised lives of their own as armies of “legal analysts” bombarded viewers with the intricacies of courtroom maneuvers and the reliability of DNA evidence. When it came to Clinton, however, inside reporting was off limits. Senate rules kept the proceedings secret—and the impeachment trial itself sped by quickly as Democrats and a handful of timid Republicans who feared voter backlash against them due to Clinton’s polling numbers hastened the trial to an early acquittal on both counts.

			As the 1990s wore down and the nation prepared to enter the twenty-first century, all surrounded by the Y2K disaster that wasn’t, it was apparent that while people willingly allowed Clinton to stay in office, they had had enough of “Clintonism.” Indeed, in many ways with the Soviets beaten, Saddam Hussein supposedly contained by sanctions and no-fly zones, and the central problem of former Yugoslavia neatly wrapped up through the Dayton Accords, the central conflict and most pressing problem seemed to be the domestic politics. After several years’ worth of investigations, special counsels, impeachment, and stained dresses, it seemed to many that now America’s battles would only be at home. The election of 2000 with its confusions, claims, counterclaims, counts, recounts, and “dimpled” and hanging chads only confirmed that view. In so many ways, it was that election and its concomitant complacency, imposed by a peaceful world that launched the US into fifteen years of cronyism, misjudgments, corruption, and decline, only to be perched on the precipice of greatness again.

			That is how America started the twenty-first century. 

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A Razor-Thin Election

			The Republicans’ failure to remove Bill Clinton via impeachment bore long-term dyspeptic effects for the nation. Clinton’s tarnished image could not be repaired, which was bad news for the Democratic presidential candidate in the 2000 election, his vice president Al Gore. Yet at the same time, Clinton introduced a level of sleaze and disrespect into the Oval Office that has never effectively been purged and hence could never again be an effective tool for attacking incumbents.

			Accepting the vice presidency from Clinton in 1992 had been a bitter pill for the arrogant and perpetually pious Tennessean, Albert Gore Jr. was “the golden boy,” the one intended to run against George H. W. Bush in 1992, and it still grated on him that Clinton had claimed the nomination by employing the party’s internal leadership. 

			Gore’s path originated in the late 1980s, when a group of Democratic strategists grew alarmed at the shellacking the party got at the hands of Ronald Reagan in 1984. They formed a planning committee called the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC).17 Founded in 1985 by Al From, the DLC’s goal was to reorient the party away from radical leftism and more toward issues—and candidates—who could occupy the center. Often going by the label “New Democrats” or “Third Way,” the DLC’s most immediate goal was to win back white middle-class voters. Candidates such as George McGovern, Walter Mondale, and Michael Dukakis had been white enough, but their positions stood far to the left of the mainstream of American society. Mondale had even gone so far in 1984 as to promise that he would raise taxes. At the same time, radicals such as Jesse Jackson swam along as power brokers while Northeastern liberals such as Dukakis or Ted Kennedy were the preferred front men. Jackson had personally entered the 1983 race on the heels of his “Rainbow Coalition” with his own race-driven views that troubled and repelled middle-class voters. The only exception between the McGovern loss in 1972 and Mondale’s crushing defeat in 1984 was Jimmy Carter, who sold himself as a centrist veteran businessman. Once in office, he promptly swung far left with the rest of them.18

			Political scientist Donald Critchlow and historian William Rorabaugh detailed how the radical left used a quest for “social justice” to take over 1960s liberalism.19 George McGovern marked that shift. He openly ran as a “progressive”—the name by which the radical liberals increasingly wanted to go by because of the stain associated with the word “liberal.” Despite McGovern’s disastrous defeat at the hands of the hated Richard Nixon, the party kept all of the “McGovern rules” within the party that had been implemented to get him elected. At the same time, radicals had moved into the Democratic Party in the 1960s and came from three main directions: first were the veterans of the Civil Rights Movement; a second group arrived as children of white, middle-class liberals who rejected the Cold War; and the third comprised the famed “red diaper babies” described by former communist David Horowitz.20 Born into a family of communists, Horowitz became a ’60s radical and friend of all the far-left icons, including Tom Hayden and Huey Newton. He knew those of whom he wrote. 

			Collectively, this new core of far-left Democrats had been crushed by the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy and the subsequent trouncing in the primaries of the anti-war fallback candidate Eugene McCarthy. It only deepened their resolve to force an unpopular radical into power by “burrow[ing] deep inside existing institutions [the Democratic Party].”21 Yet despite dominating protest marches and vocal caucuses, the progressives stood helpless as the mainstream liberal Hubert Humphrey, viewed by radicals as one of the establishment (and thus someone to defeat), easily won the nomination in 1968. A mythology developed that if RFK had just lived, he would have defeated the Minnesotan. In fact, all of the mainstream magazines of the day, including Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News & World Report, a week before RFK’s death all agreed that Humphrey already had the nomination secured.22 It also went largely ignored that Republican up-and-comer Ronald Reagan, then governor of California, had debated Bobby Kennedy in 1967 and so thoroughly whipped him that Kennedy reportedly told his staff never to put him opposite Reagan again. Despite Kennedy’s appeal to the young and the anti-war left, those groups still remained a distinct minority in the party, especially when it came to the power brokers capable of mischief to ensure their candidate won.

			As a result of Humphrey’s expected nomination victory, the progressives threw the most massive temper tantrum since the Confederate States of America left the Union. Some ten thousand to twenty thousand far-left protesters descended on Chicago, seat of the Democratic National Convention, hoping to somehow prevent Humphrey’s ascension. Democratic Mayor Richard Daley had just seen his city racked by race riots and had no intention of letting a few thousand drug-infused hippies take it over. He dispatched the twelve thousand–strong Chicago Police Department, supported by over 7,500 United States Army troops and augmented with hundreds of FBI and, likely, CIA agents to quell violence. On August 25, 1968, police charged into Lincoln Park with few rules, even to the point that they had been urged to “get newsmen.”23 A natural alliance between the radicals and the news media, which would only grow over the next five decades, developed, and as British historian Paul Johnson wrote in his monumental book Modern Times, the leftists “won the media contest in that they succeeded in branding Daley’s law-enforcement as a ‘police riot.’”24 The most trusted man in America, CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite, observing the images of students and delegates being beaten in the streets outside, snapped, “It makes us…want to just turn off the cameras…and get the devil out of here and leave the Democrats to their agony.”25

			In fact, Daley had already infiltrated radical groups, “sabotaging their schemes to acquire buses, and giving out false information at phone banks.”26 He assembled “Daley Dozers,” which were Jeeps outfitted with barbed wire on the front to clear the streets. Demonstrators, in a harbinger of the twenty-first century, learned to play to the cameras. If mobs saw reporters, they turned up the violence levels. This was noted in the subsequent report by the National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence.27

			In a sense, the “battle of Chicago” was fought after the war was won. Protesters never got their desire of ending the Vietnam War, at least as they envisioned it. Years later, the man they most hated, Richard Nixon, did what two Democratic presidents had failed to do and withdrew all troops from Vietnam, ensuring the communist takeover there. But what the protesters did accomplish was to introduce the notion that governments could be intimidated (or, they hoped, even removed) by vocal minorities. Admittedly, the anti-war forces in America eventually exceeded the 50 percent mark in the polls, but that came quite late. Applying the tactics from the civil rights marchers (who possessed a much more powerful moral component than the anti-war or other student protesters), students and the left as a whole believed their own hype and grew furious when institutions didn’t act in a manner that showed that they believed it as well.

			Then came Rules for Radicals. When Saul Alinsky’s book came out in 1971, it was first turned on Democrats as a manual for how to take over the party.28 One of those who was influenced by Rules was a community organizer in Chicago, Barack Obama. Radicals embraced its concepts of an internal takeover as liberals pushed out anyone who resisted, frightening and intimidating mainstream voters. Their efforts led to the creation of a “reform” commission that would change the way delegates were selected. After all, Humphrey had won the nomination without even competing in the primaries. Delegates from the McCarthy camp allied with those of McGovern, the anti-war candidate from South Dakota, and succeeded in winning just enough of a majority at the convention in 1968 to form the commission. It would fundamentally reshape the Democratic Party.

			In the wake of McGovern’s shocking defeat, Democrats had to reorient to a “centrist-appearing” party—even if they in fact were as radical as ever. That meant finding new candidates who did not seem extreme or threatening, especially white men from Southern states. This constituted a 180-degree inversion of the original Democratic Party as founded by Martin Van Buren.29 The “Little Magician,” as Van Buren was known, was deeply troubled by the implications of the Missouri Compromise. To him, this presaged a steady expansion of anti-slave states that, in the near future, would legislate against slavery, triggering a civil war. Van Buren’s solution involved creating a new political party—the Democrats—who would be rewarded with jobs in return for party loyalty, regardless of their personal position on slavery. In other words, Van Buren intended to bribe them. But there was a little more to the Magician’s plan. One component involved the presidency. He concluded that even in 1826 no Deep South slaveholder would ever again be elected president, but at the same time, he reasoned, neither would a Northern anti-slave politician. The solution was to have a “northern man of southern principles,” as historian Richard Brown termed it, who would simply not act on slavery.30 Without going into too much detail, the system had massive weaknesses, not the least of which was if the wrong “northern man” came into the presidency, which was exactly what happened in 1860.

			As we fast forward 110 years, we see the Democrats become increasingly viewed as a party of—or at the very least controlled by—extreme Northeastern liberals. To be sure, many of the Democratic power brokers and leading candidates came from California, Illinois, and middle-America places such as Iowa or the West in states such as Colorado. Yet the image of the party seemed Northeastern in character, with politicians such as Chris Dodd, Paul Tsongas, Ed Boland, Jim Florio, Bella Abzug, Liz Holtzman, Stephen Solarz, Charles Rangel, Michael Dukakis, Ted Kennedy, and later Ed Koch, John Kerry, and Hillary Clinton (who identified with New York, not Bill’s Arkansas) leading the parade. New York black activists such as Al Sharpton, who could not win an elective office, remained a powerful influence. There were also Northeastern influencers, such as academics Michael Harrington, Richard Cloward, Frances Fox Piven, and Howard Zinn; law professors such as Laurence Tribe, whose book God Save This Honorable Court were frequently consulted by Democrats; Alan Dershowitz, also a liberal favorite, gained fame for defending Claus von Bulow; Drew Days III, who headed Carter’s civil rights division; and then there were clergymen such as Fr. Robert Drinan, all tinged with the Northeastern liberal chic.

			This spectrum of sooty players, far from the rainbow they would eventually affix as their label (when at the time it had nothing to do with homosexuals and everything to do with different races), descended like a gray cloud over the Democrats. Almost every issue bore their smudge, from the radical racism of Sharpton and Rangel to the anti-birth bellowing of the Zero Population Growth movement founded by Yale biologist Charles Remington and Connecticut lawyer Richard Bowers. Remington and Bowers received no small degree of help from Stanford’s Paul Ehrlich who, over the two decades after he published the highly influential The Population Bomb in 1968, would prove stupendously wrong in almost every prophetic utterance he wrote.31

			None of those individuals made the Democrats look like a party of the common people or middle America. Hence, the first out of the gate to challenge this mold was Georgia’s Jimmy Carter. Indeed, Carter became the first true Southerner (as opposed to a Texas Westerner like Lyndon B. Johnson) to win the presidency as a Southerner since Tennessee’s James K. Polk in 1844, proving the prescience of Van Buren. Soon, Carter was followed by Virginia’s Chuck Robb, Arkansas’s Bill Clinton, and Tennessee’s Al Gore (and still later, John Edwards and Jim Webb). In essence, they had rewritten Van Buren’s maxim of needing a “northern man of southern principles” to finding a “southern man of midwestern principles.” They knew how to speak in moderate tones with their southern accents, softening their abrasive content. Clinton had come from the governorship in his state, Gore from a Senate seat in his. In reality, though, it was Gore for whom the DLC was originally created. Clinton—and his Arkansas base—was considered second tier. 

			Gore had a pedigree as his father was a US senator, but when 1988 rolled around and he entered the race, it was clear he was just too young and inexperienced. Clinton possessed a charm advantage, energized by a highly refined sense of reading people that derived from his childhood with an alcoholic father. More importantly, he quickly grasped the potential for employing the machinery of the DLC itself to elevate his name nationally. As head of the National Governors Association, Clinton spoke on its behalf endlessly around the country and became the face of the organization. In short order, Clinton made himself Gore’s equal. His schmoozy charm contrasted with Gore’s arrogance and stiffness to put him over the top.

			Nominated in 1992, Clinton benefited from a third-party candidate, Ross Perot, who was in-again, out-again in the race. Perot stayed just long enough to muddy the waters but focused almost all his criticism on the Republican, George H. W. Bush. Accordingly, Clinton won with a shockingly low 43 percent of the vote—the least since Woodrow Wilson won the presidency with only 41.8 percent in 1912. He wisely listened to his advisers who told him, “It’s the economy stupid” and when he asked if his election depended on an (expletive-deleted) bunch of bond traders, they answered in the affirmative. Clinton heard and obeyed. 

			He had benefited from Reagan’s energy and taxation policies and did little to change them. From Reagan, Clinton still had low marginal tax rates and lower corporate rates. From Bush, he had low energy prices, thanks to Bush’s war to liberate Kuwait. From a half dozen previous presidents, Clinton inherited the end of the Cold War. While certainly it would have been possible to mess that up, Clinton rode the policies for two terms.

			Now, eight years later, it was finally Gore’s turn. By then, Gore had an impressive résumé. Although he opposed the Vietnam War, he served with the engineers in country as a journalist. His superior, Brigadier General Ken Cooper, described his trips into the field with Gore as situations where “I could have worn a tuxedo.”32 Surprisingly, Gore returned from the war still opposed to it but much more sympathetic to the local Vietnamese who struggled against communism. As he told journalist Myra MacPherson in 1988, his experience in Southeast Asia “gave me a tolerance for complexity that I don’t think I had before.… [I] really didn’t take into account the fact that there were an awful lot of South Vietnamese who desperately wanted to hang on to what they called freedom. Coming face to face with those sentiments expressed by people who did the laundry and ran the restaurants and worked in the fields was something I was naively unprepared for.”33 

			After a stint as a journalist at Nashville’s The Tennessean, Gore ran for and won a House seat and then the Senate seat in Tennessee. To do so, he had to “reinvent himself as a conservative on several hot-button issues.”34 Younger Gore in 1976 had opposed gun registration laws, thought homosexuality was “abnormal,” and was a reliable pro-life vote when it came to abortion. But by the time it came to consider a national office, Gore changed his tunes. According to one adviser, “what we have to do is deny, deny, deny” that the Tennessean had ever held such positions.35 

			Again, he struggled to be seen as real, swinging from suits to blue jeans and work shirts, and as before he seemed to be the wrong man at the wrong time. His 1988 campaign was dogged with questions about his student and Vietnam War use of marijuana—normally a minor issue a seasoned politician would have flicked off like a fly. But President Reagan had just nominated Douglas Ginsburg to the US Supreme Court, and the judge had to withdraw after it was learned he had used marijuana in the past. Then, as Gore positioned himself against Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis, Missouri Congressman Richard Gephardt gained traction. It prevented Gore from being the guy who wasn’t a Northern liberal, while the Reverend Jesse Jackson secured the black vote and took several Southern primaries. And there was one other stumble awaiting Gore that would ironically sink the eventual primary winner: Dukakis, who was the first to raise Willie Horton’s prison release as a campaign issue. Horton, a black inmate in Dukakis’s state prison system, was granted a furlough. While out, Horton attacked a Maryland couple, raping the wife. Although Gore didn’t refer to Horton by name, he slammed Dukakis as being the “principal advocate and defender that…provided weekend passes for convicted criminals, including those convicted of first-degree murder who are serving life sentences without parole.”36

			When the 1992 campaign rolled around, an enervated Gore felt bored in the Senate but didn’t think he could make another presidential run. Clinton, on the other hand, needed to divert the race away from Gennifer Flowers’s claims that threw light on his already shaky character. Gore, Clinton told a senior aide, “reminded him, in both intellect and temperament, of…his wife.”37 In July of 1992, Clinton brought the Tennessean onto the team. By then, Gore had published his eco-manifesto, Earth in the Balance (or as conservative talk show host Rush Limbaugh labeled it, “Earth in the Lurch”). It cemented Gore as a heavyweight in the new leftist religion of “climate change” and while many of his key arguments would be decimated by reality and science in the subsequent years, it served to establish him as one of the most revered thinkers on the subject.38 Unfortunately for Gore, being Clinton’s vice president required him to distance himself from the book, as Clinton did not bleed green the way Gore did.

			Indeed, Gore so distrusted Clinton that he demanded a written agreement outlining the relationship and responsibilities for the vice president in the new administration. It did little good. His first two years produced little except to encourage Clinton to listen to his veep—which he did. Ultimately, that mattered little. Clinton stumbled into a string of errors, and Gore lost in his first significant attempt at inserting climate change language into a bill (the British thermal unit, or BTU tax). Clinton’s fiasco in Somalia, where the infamous “Black Hawk Down” firefight left eighteen American troops dead and eighty wounded, badly tarnished the administration’s foreign policy.

			Gore headed a “reinventing government” initiative, the likes of which rarely reinvented anything. No Democratic administration was ever going to willingly slash government jobs or programs, no matter how irrelevant or wasteful. Gore relied on “empowering” federal bureaucracies, which meant he empowered them to further ensconce themselves into the burgeoning new “administrative state” that was entirely unresponsive to either courts or legislators. With Gore’s help in a timely debate on Larry King Live against former presidential candidate Ross Perot, Gore effectively pitched the North American Free Trade Agreement. It looked good at the time, but Perot proved right in prophesying that it would mean an exodus of jobs to Mexico. (Perot at the time did not point out that an even greater exodus would occur from immigrants coming across the border from Mexico.)

			It was one of the few victories in a string of scandal-plagued years in which the prudish Gore had to run interference for Clinton. Slapped with a stinging midterm election that saw the Republicans take control of the House of Representatives for the first time in forty years, Clinton was forced on defense. In contrast, Gore increasingly looked good.39 Clinton survived through a process of “triangulation,” where he placed himself above both parties’ bickering in Congress. And, with the help of a surging economy, he kept his polls high enough to not only get reelected over a weak GOP candidate, Bob Dole, but to also use the economy to prevent the Senate from removing him after his impeachment. Clinton may have been a lame duck, but he was a survivor lame duck. And that left Gore in the unwelcome position of having to contrast what he would bring to the presidency over that of Clinton. Moreover, Gore had to tread carefully on the very issues that had landed Clinton only the second impeachment in American history. For example, he couldn’t criticize his predecessor’s moral failings too much, as that would play into the hands of the Republicans. At the same time, Gore had to make the case that he was superior in terms of character. That carried its own risk, as Gore’s pious and imperious temperament could surface too easily.

			Gore’s only real competition in the primaries came from a North-eastern liberal, Senator Bill Bradley of New Jersey. A Princeton grad, Bradley had been a famous basketball star with the New York Knicks on their championship team, but in the national political arena, he came off as just another stiff Ivy Leaguer, aloof and indifferent to working-class concerns. If Gore was boring, Bradley was a walking Ambien. Although Gore himself suffered from perpetual condescension, his Southern accent and Tennessee background concealed his more radical leanings, especially when it came to the environment. Almost ignored was the Green Party candidate, consumer activist Ralph Nader, who ultimately would deny Gore the presidency. 

			When nominated at the convention, following a rousing speech by Clinton (which was mostly about himself), Gore came on stage. When he finished his acceptance speech, his wife Tipper joined him and he gave her an odd, lingering kiss that looked more about making a point that, yes, he was married than about actual affection. Part of that symbolism was that Gore knew that he had to distance himself from Clinton’s sexual taint by emphasizing his healthy marriage, yet still align himself with Clinton’s economic prosperity. 

			It was a thin tightrope. He avoided appearing with the president and selected as his own veep candidate, another snoozer, Senator Joe Lieberman. At the time, Lieberman touted himself as “pro-life” (a position he’d quickly abandon, as was necessary for any Democrat), and he had been one of the first to denounce Clinton’s “sexcapades” in the White House. Although a Northeasterner from Connecticut, Lieberman was seen as honest and moderate. Nevertheless, he brought no energy to the ticket at all, possessing an almost somnambulant personality. It didn’t matter: Gore had successfully pushed any other potential candidates toward the exit and won with only nine abstentions keeping the final delegate count from being unanimous. And throughout the campaign, Gore managed to keep both Clinton and Nader, a kind of yin and yang of Democratic voter groups, at arm’s length.40 

			Gore had, according to Time magazine, an “almost primal bitterness” about the president’s conduct.41 Anxious to rebuild his image after the impeachment, Clinton made numerous public statements about Gore’s campaign, including one in The New York Times where he urged his understudy to loosen up.42 Clinton then followed up with a statement saying that he was only trying to help, all of which had the effect of leaving Gore looking like anything but a leader. And Gore was rattled by a poll that showed that 40 percent of those who approved of his job as vice president said they would vote for Bush.43

			Ever since Republican Senator Bob Dole lost to Clinton in a blowout in 1996, the Republicans had pursued new blood. It came in the form of George H. W. Bush’s son, George W. Bush, the governor of Texas. While a limited communicator with a fairly short track record, the Texan nevertheless swept aside Arizona Senator John McCain, who had cultivated a reputation as a “moderate.” McCain had been famous in the Senate for “reaching across the aisle” to enable Democrats to pass their legislation while never demanding they do the same to reciprocate. He came under sharp attacks from Limbaugh, who asked where the monuments to “great moderates in history” were. McCain failed to tar Bush as an intolerant right-winger and only carried a few states before exiting. Bush crushed him by nearly 1,300 delegates. It should have been a warning sign for McCain, who would run again in 2006, that he could appeal only to the most liberal Republicans, not to the mainstream.

			“W,” as he was called, hewed to a narrow agenda on his stump speech, mostly a “No Child Left Behind” educational program that had seemed to work in Texas. Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the campaign was Bush’s criticism of Clinton’s use of troops in Somalia. In a comment soon to become heavy with irony, Bush used a presidential debate to state, “I don’t think troops ought to be used for what’s called nation-building.”44 Otherwise, Bush ran on not being Clinton, or at least, the sleazy Clinton as opposed to the charming Clinton.

			George W. Bush had run for a House seat in the Midland, Texas, area in 1978 and lost. Educated at Yale, Bush had served during the Vietnam War in the Texas Air National Guard—hardly the “war hero” image, but Bush had applied for combat duty and was turned down. In 2004, Bush’s actual service would stack up against his opponent’s faux heroism in Vietnam when Kerry ostensibly received a Purple Heart for injuries some claim he had caused by an accident. At any rate, Bush had a leg up on Clinton, who had fraudulently promised to enlist in Arkansas’s Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program, then reneged. Bush’s National Guard service was only slightly eclipsed by Gore’s “tuxedo” time as a journalist.

			When his father, George H. W. Bush, was vice president, George W. ran into a guitar-playing political consultant named Lee Atwater who had represented numerous candidates. During a family grilling session, Atwater was asked if George W. would be trustworthy. Later, he buttonholed Jeb and George W., inviting them to join their father’s campaign in DC and “keep an eye on him and his staff.”45 George W. agreed and moved to DC to work with no title, focusing on fundraising and delivering surrogate speeches to volunteers. He got his baptism of fire with the press when he arranged an interview with Newsweek reporter Margaret Warner, who promised to be fair, only to headline the piece, “Fighting the Wimp Factor.”46 In George W.’s mind, his father perfectly navigated the transition from loyal vice president to presidential candidate. Indeed, this author’s biography of Reagan, called Reagan: The American President, gave the highest marks to Vice President George H. W. Bush for extreme loyalty to “the Gipper.”47 Certainly the senior Bush’s tenure ranks up with Richard Nixon’s extremely effective vice presidency to Dwight Eisenhower. As veep, Bush senior repeatedly stood up for Reagan in private meetings of the National Security Council, never disagreed with his boss publicly a single time, and always had Reagan’s back. If there ever was a model for the office of vice president, George H. W. Bush was it.

			Between watching his father and conducting his own failed House campaign, George W. took in all aspects of the American political scene. After the election in 1989, he and his wife Laura moved back to Texas, in part because he had an offer to become a part owner of the Texas Rangers baseball team in the Dallas–Fort Worth area. He cobbled together the group of investors, successfully bid for the team, and spent five seasons as general manager where, he would joke, his most important act was to trade all-star hitter Alex Rodriguez. In truth, he took a losing team and transformed it into a winner and commercial success, overseeing construction of a new stadium. 

			George H. W. Bush’s defeat in 1992 to Clinton led the son to consider running for the governorship of Texas. Enlisting the help of strategist Karl Rove (who would later be dubbed “Bush’s brain”), George W. prepared to challenge Texas Governor Ann “Ma” Richards. He pulled off a surprising upset. Two years into his governorship, he had all but made up his mind to run for president. After the nomination, he selected former Wyoming congressman, his father’s secretary of defense, and Halliburton executive Dick Cheney to vet his vice presidential candidates, only to conclude Cheney himself outshone them all.48 And he brought along Rove—who had opposed the selection of Cheney as veep—as his political adviser. 

			Anyone paying attention at the time would have seen that while vanquished as a candidate, McCain was a future problem for Arizona, the Republican Party, and Bush. The only reliable “conservative” position he seemed to hold was that he supported a strong military. Other than that, over time he would slather himself all over the news, cherishing the sobriquet “maverick,” when in fact he was a liberal Democratic ideologically in all things except when it came to foreign military actions and balanced budgets. He claimed to be pro-life, but managed to support enough judges who would not overturn Roe v. Wade to ensure nothing happened.

			In contrast, Bush was personally pro-life, generously promising to act on Roe v. Wade if it were in his ability. Already in place for nearly twenty years, Roe v. Wade had posed problems for the Democratic Party. It was already clashing with the Zero Population Growth movement that sought sterilization for families that already had five children. Great Society programs had already sterilized female patients—twenty thousand in 1972 alone, of whom 20 percent were black.49 Early on—though not for long—feminists found that abortion on demand stood in conflict with women’s rights around the globe, especially when it came to coercive measures that violated women’s wills. Distribution of the Dalkon Shield intrauterine device by the US Agency for International Development was particularly targeted after evidence surfaced that it produced severe pelvic infections. A 1974–75 United Nations grant of $40 million paid for over one million sterilizations.50 As with any commitment to pro-life causes, however, it always came down to the judges, and there Bush would disappoint.

			Fortunately for Bush or Gore, there seemed little that would happen with Roe in the near future. Polls were roughly split. As in all polling, exactly how the question was asked made a major difference. For example, if a ban on abortion included a phrase about “except in cases of rape, incest, or the health of the mother,” a majority was against it. Without those qualifications, a majority still supported abortion. Likewise, polls asking if abortions should be allowed in the third trimester showed nearly two-thirds opposition, while those asking if it should be legal in the first trimester had solid support.

			Lacking such a polarizing and galvanizing issue, the campaign of 2000 largely swung on domestic issues related to the projected budget surplus, tax plans, and the Clinton record of immorality. Gore, though, had a problem Bush did not have: a candidate on his flank siphoning votes. Ralph Nader, a Jesuit-like activist and consumer advocate who had successfully fought General Motors, increasingly looked to peel off votes from the Democrat. Nader appealed to the ultra-purists on the left, who saw Gore as a corporate shill. Gore would find that unlike many other opponents, Nader could neither be threatened nor bought.

			Finally, Gore had a personality problem: He wasn’t Clinton. Bush described Gore as “stiff, serious, and aloof. It looked like he had been running for president his entire life.”51 If Bush had known the history behind the DLC, he would have realized Gore indeed had been running his whole life.

			Bush had other advantages. He had learned from Clinton’s ability to fundraise, pulling in $36 million in small donations within just three months of his announcement. He did surprisingly well in the debates, by most accounts winning all three as Gore—even according to one of his more enthusiastic biographers—“made sighs and gestures” toward Bush as he was speaking and came off stiff and programmed.52 Nor did it hurt that Nader was left out of the debates because he was not polling the required 15 percent nationally. Bush dodged a “Perot problem” of being shot at from two sides on a debate stage. Gore’s only memorable line was “lockbox,” a term for which Limbaugh ridiculed him mercilessly and was a special fund set up to protect the budget surplus (which in reality was only needed because Congress repeatedly failed to do its job).

			In the final seven polls, Bush had a lead that ranged from thirteen points to two but only trailed in two out of seventeen polls in October and November. Both November polls had him up by four and two points.53 Then, in the final weekend, a Democratic operative discovered Bush had a DUI (driving under the influence of alcohol) charge on his record in 1976 when he was arrested near Kennebunkport, Maine. In his presidential memoir, Decision Points, Bush labeled the decision not to acknowledge the DUI as the “single costliest political mistake I ever made.”54 Above all, it seemed to suggest that Bush might not be all that ethically different from Clinton. He admitted to the infraction and the cover-up on November 2, which caused his support among evangelicals to soften. His four-point lead going into the final weekend vanished.55

			Nevertheless, in what was a shock to Democrats, Gore lost every Southern state, except his home state of Tennessee, to Bush. Clearly, the Democratic Leadership Council strategy did not translate from Clinton to Gore. In a harbinger of elections to come, Gore took the Northeast, the Pacific coast, and most of the upper Midwest. Bush carried the Southern states, the Southern Midwestern, and West. Gore won New Mexico by only 355 votes, but as the results rolled in, it would be clear that the election would hinge on the state of Florida. Bush had 246 electoral votes and Gore 250 with 270 needed to win. Florida, with its twenty-five electoral votes, would decide the election.

			For decades, the television networks waited for the actual vote tallies before “calling” a state for one candidate or another. In fact, in 1952—the first televised election coverage ever—a computer named UNIVAC “predicted” the winner. But then political experts discovered that key swing precincts around the nation seemed to be unerring predictors. (Indeed, they were…until the 2020 election when Donald Trump carried almost all of the “bellwether” counties and still lost.) Specific counties, including Wood in Ohio, Loudoun in Virginia, and Hillsborough in Florida, would usually predict the winner. This led networks to heavily sample such counties with exit polling (polls of people who had just voted) and then call an election even before voting had ended.56 CBS anchor Dan Rather—who would later broadcast a known lie on television when he claimed Bush had attempted to get out of his Texas Air National Guard duties and was disproven within half an hour, eventually forcing his resignation—sternly assured viewers, “Let’s get one thing straight right from the get-go.… If we say somebody’s carried a state, you can pretty much take it to the bank. Book it!”57 Except on this night. 

			Florida constituted a particularly difficult state for exit pollers because the “panhandle” region in the northwest was in a different time zone. Its votes didn’t report for an hour after the rest of the state, and it tended to vote heavily Republican. Sure enough, at 7:50 p.m. on election night in November 2000, CBS (with Dan “Book it!” Rather) called Florida for Gore while votes were still coming in…with Bush ahead! There were reports of Bush supporters in the panhandle leaving the lines to vote because they thought that their votes wouldn’t count—a perverse form of vote tampering.58 At one point, Bush said he was “deflated, disappointed, and a little stunned.”59

			But before long, several networks reversed their calls. CNN changed its call at 9:55 p.m., saying that Florida was too close to assign a winner.60 Although the lead shrank, with 100 percent of the votes counted, Bush led by 537 votes. At 2:35 a.m. Eastern time, the networks said Bush had won Florida and the Electoral College, 271 votes to 266, for the closest election in American history. Gore’s campaign chairman, Bill Daley, “was pale.”61 Gore eventually won the popular vote by about 543,000.62

			The election laws of the state of Florida required a recount that expanded Bush’s lead to 950. The Secretary of State Katherine Harris certified Bush the winner at three o’clock in the morning. Gore conceded. But just forty-five minutes later, he called Bush and un-conceded. Yet then he said, things had changed. The state of Florida was in fact too close to call.63 Bush, who just hours earlier was stunned at a loss, now was equally shocked and a little irritated: “Let me make sure I understand. You’re calling me back to retract your concession?” to which Gore snippily said, “You don’t have to get snippy about this.” Having retracted the concession, Gore’s team was convinced there were more votes “out there” and that they could find them. In one of the most audacious efforts in American election history, Gore’s team decided to try to force a recount—but only of selected counties that would favor Gore! The fiasco began when Democratic operatives in Palm Beach County, which had a “butterfly ballot” (in which the names were on one side and the hole to punch through was on the other, but not perfectly aligned), claimed they had mistakenly voted for Nader because of the misalignment.64 Unsaid was the fact that Palm Beach County was totally dominated by Democrats, who had designed and distributed the butterfly ballots in the first place.65 As one of Gore’s advisers said, “Do everything you can to put numbers on the board. Whether they’re erased or chiseled in granite, get them on the board.”66 For their part, Bush’s team produced T-shirts that parodied the Gore–Lieberman ticket as “Sore-Loserman.”

			Bush’s team wisely responded to a selective recount with Fourteenth Amendment arguments that it would deprive all non-recounted Floridians of their votes. As the competing views wound their way through the legal system, three counties started recounting ballots with such absurd measurements as a “hanging chad” becoming actual legitimate grounds for admitting or rejecting a ballot. (A “hanging chad” is when a voter punched the ballot through with a stylus, but the chad was not separated from the ballot—not to be confused with a “dimpled chad,” in
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