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For our sacred war dead and their families.

Courage endures.
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A NOTE ON THE AUTHOR




PROLOGUE

My father’s scar cut diagonally across his cheek, smooth and hard. He wore a mustache and kept the rest of his face straight-razor clean. That was the Marine in him. The scar marked a moment of courage in service, a lesson he carried each day without speaking it. That’s where courage lives: in service. Semper Fidelis. Always Faithful.

When people asked about his scar, he made up absurd stories about animal encounters: dogs, raccoons, opossums. Then he’d laugh, a deep, booming laugh that ended in a slap on the arm or, if he really liked you, a fist to the shoulder.

But when I was around ten, I told him I wanted the truth.

“Follow me,” he said with a sigh.

He led me downstairs to the basement office he’d built himself, lit his pipe, reached between shelves stuffed with books, and pulled out an unused smoke grenade preserved in wax. He had been carrying it with him when his reconnaissance platoon, sent ahead of the main force to scout the enemy, was ambushed in Vietnam.

A bullet tore through his face. Another struck his “rump,” as he called it. A third round headed toward his heart but slammed into the smoke grenade strapped to his flak jacket, rendering it inert. He collapsed. His Marines returned fire. The enemy disappeared into the jungle.

A Navy corpsman pressed gauze to my dad’s cheek. “You’ll live,” the corpsman said, as the white turned red.

Dad handed me the grenade and showed me the holes: an entry no bigger than a pencil eraser and a fist-sized exit blown out the back. I traced its jagged edge. My hands shook. It had saved his life and enabled mine.

Dad laughed and drove his fist into my arm. He said he was lucky because a lot of reconnaissance officers were killed or crippled in Vietnam during that time. He recovered, refused a disability rating that would have put him out of action, and returned to patrolling through the jungle until the end of his thirteen-month tour.

The Marine Corps gave him a Purple Heart for wounds from enemy fire and a Bronze Star with a Combat “V” for valor. Dad wrote over parts of the official citation and stashed it in a manila folder he labeled simply NAM. Next to a description of his gallantry, he scratched not true. Beside a dramatized account of the combat action, he pressed BS so firmly the pen indented the paper. As to the numbers of enemy killed, he wrote possibly true.

The war lived on in him as post-traumatic stress that was never diagnosed: light sleep, anxiety, mood swings, and a fixation on what could go wrong. Vietnam left him reverent toward those who had served and distrustful of the politicians who had sent them.

Holding that grenade, I understood him better. I didn’t have the language for it then. I only knew the medal wasn’t the whole story.

With time, I would come to see that courage—his and others’—was more than a single act or a medal citation. It shapes a life. It endures.

That realization later guided me toward my own five years of service in the Marine Corps, my return to the classics, and my civic work that eventually led to this book. The book is a product of my effort to study and understand courage more fully—how it forms, when it’s tested, and why it matters in war, politics, and leadership, especially at this moment when our republic is under strain.

I believe—and hope—that courage can save us. The pages that follow tell the stories of ten Americans who served honorably in the military or federal law enforcement before entering elected office. In office, they strive to lead as servants, placing the needs of those they represent above their own. Although their policy views often diverge sharply, they share a commitment to working across party lines on meaningful legislation, even at political cost.

They model the power of courage. That does not mean they always live up to it. None of us do. Courage matters not because we are perfect, but because we are not.

WHAT IS COURAGE?

When I was in high school, a friend told me that my father’s scar—and his intensity—reminded him of Sergeant Barnes in Oliver Stone’s Platoon, the Vietnam War film that won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 1987. Stone based the film loosely on his own combat service as a young Army infantryman and, like my father, had received a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star with a Combat “V.” Studios had rejected the script for nearly a decade, deeming it too bleak and critical.

I assumed my father wouldn’t want to see a movie about Vietnam, especially if I mentioned a character who resembled him. So I told him about Stone instead: his persistence, and his refusal to soften what he believed to be true. My father prized independent thinking. We began watching Platoon together in his basement office.

Early in the film, a soldier is severely wounded in an ambush. He screams in pain, putting the platoon at greater risk. Sergeant Barnes jabs his finger into the soldier’s face and silences him: “SHUT UP. SHUT UP AND TAKE IT. TAKE THE PAIN!”

I glanced at my father. His eyes seemed far away. He rose quietly and left the room. Later, he told me he finished the film alone and said it was the most powerful depiction of war he’d ever seen.

I watched Platoon many times over in the months to come. It stirred questions about my own path. Would I serve? And if so, would I have courage?

The film frames courage through two starkly different men: Sergeant Barnes, the platoon sergeant, and Sergeant Elias, a squad leader who reports to him.

Elias embodies both physical and moral courage. Compassionate and reflective, almost bohemian, he patrols with a bandanna instead of a helmet, laughs easily, and finds beauty even in war. “I love this place at night,” he says after a long patrol. “The stars—there’s no right or wrong in them. They’re just there.” He leads his men with skill in the face of danger. He places their welfare—and that of innocent civilians—above his own. He leads as a servant.

Barnes embodies not courage but bravery. Severe—fearless, competent, exacting—he dresses by the book: shirt buttoned, helmet unmarked, ammunition secured. “I am reality,” he says. “I got no fight with any man who does what he’s told, but when he don’t, the machine breaks down. And when the machine breaks down, we break down.” Barnes leads his men behind enemy lines, taking the greatest personal risk despite outranking them all. He is brutal, but his ferocity and discipline make his men feel safe. He is a commander.

In a harrowing scene, a young soldier is killed, mutilated, and hung from a tree. Barnes channels the platoon’s rage into a nearby village, murdering a woman he suspects of collaborating with the enemy and threatening to kill her child. Elias intervenes, using the butt of his rifle to strike Barnes in the face in front of the platoon.

The act costs him. Part of the platoon ostracizes Elias. Barnes vows to kill him.

Later, Barnes finds Elias alone in the jungle as enemy forces converge. Elias smiles, believing Barnes has come to help. Instead, Barnes meets his gaze coldly and shoots him in the chest, wounding but not killing him. As the platoon evacuates by helicopter, they see movement below—the enemy closing in on Elias. Bullets rake his back. He drops to his knees, his arms lifting to the sky. The Christlike image of Elias dying became the film’s iconic cover.

As a teenager, I admired Elias but wanted to be like the fearless part of Barnes. I mistook bravery for courage and brushed aside his cruelty as incidental. His command captivated me. Like the twenty-year-old soldiers in the film, my judgment was still forming.

Decades later, I see it differently.

I once thought bravery was a virtue. It is not—at least not on its own. Nor is it the same thing as courage. Bravery is action in the moment. It can be instinctive or impulsive. It can be selfless or self-serving. Bravery can arise without serious reflection, and without regard for whom or what it ultimately serves.

Courage, I’ve come to understand, is a choice: a decision to advance the common good despite risk. It requires active consideration of what may be lost. Courage accounts for danger, weighs alternatives, and chooses the path of service.

Opportunities for bravery and courage often emerge in moments of danger, when the body triggers a fear response. Courage, though, is not defined by the absence or presence of fear, but rather by intent in the face of real cost. Courage serves the common good, whether that means defending another person, protecting a community, or standing for a principle.

People will differ on what constitutes the common good. One American may volunteer for military service during a war; another may consider that war unjust and, as a conscientious objector, publicly refuse and protest service. Both act with courage, if both intend to serve something larger than themselves.

Writers have pondered courage ever since words were carved into clay. But it was in ancient Greece, as Athens experimented with the world’s first known democracy, that courage became a defining virtue of elected leadership. Democracy, in its purest form, grants moral authority to elected representatives who must answer to those they govern. It requires courage and reciprocal trust to sustain itself. That’s a particularly timely lesson for the United States, the world’s oldest continuous constitutional democracy, which now suffers from a deep erosion of trust in its leaders and institutions.

The Greeks distinguished between physical courage, typically in battle, and moral courage throughout life. Physical courage risks the body. Moral courage risks one’s integrity—perhaps even one’s soul—often at the cost of one’s reputation, career, or sense of belonging. The rarest acts unite physical and moral courage.

Socrates’s death is one of history’s clearest examples. Convicted in 399 B.C.E. of impiety and corrupting the youth of Athens, he could have recanted or fled. Instead, he accepted a death sentence. Surrounded by his students, Socrates drank hemlock and spoke calmly of the soul’s immortality as the poison stilled his body.

Inspired by Socrates, Stoic philosophy emerged as a guide for character and public life. The Stoics held that virtue—not wealth, status, or success—was the highest good, and that leadership should be grounded in self-awareness, reason, and duty rather than impulse or desire. From this tradition emerged the ideal of the servant-leader: one who treats authority not as a possession but as a responsibility, and who places the common good above the self.

For me, one of the most influential Stoics was Admiral James Stockdale, who later ran for vice president on the ticket of independent presidential candidate Ross Perot. My father first told me about Stockdale and how, as a Navy pilot, he endured nearly eight years as a prisoner of war in Vietnam’s “Hanoi Hilton.” Stockdale became a central moral authority among fellow American prisoners, including the future Senator John McCain.

When Stockdale’s Vietnamese captors tried to use him for a propaganda film, he deliberately disfigured himself so that his jailers would not put him on camera. His defiance forced his captors to reconsider their tactics and ease their treatment of other prisoners. Stockdale’s courage earned him the nation’s highest military award, the Medal of Honor.

Stockdale credited Stoic philosophy for both his survival and his ability to lead. After thirty-three years in uniform, he retired to teach Stoicism at Stanford. Stoics hold that four core virtues—wisdom, temperance, judgment, and courage—form an integrated whole. Stockdale’s life suggested a truth: Without courage, the others cannot be sustained when pressure is greatest. The British novelist C. S. Lewis famously captured this idea when he wrote that “courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing point.”

Stockdale’s life and thinking influenced a generation of military leaders who came to exemplify servant leadership, including General Jim Mattis. Among the most revered senior commanders of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Mattis, who would later serve as secretary of defense, encouraged officers to read one of Stoicism’s most influential texts, Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations. Mattis even carried a copy of the ancient book into battle.

Meditations is the personal journal of Aurelius during his years of military campaigns while serving as emperor of Rome. He considered himself a Stoic and wrote for himself, not for posterity. His reign was not without moral failing, including the persecutions of Christians under his rule. Yet he is widely regarded as a model of servant leadership.

For his nearly two decades in power, Aurelius consistently placed service over self-interest. “What brings no benefit to the hive,” he wrote, “brings none to the bee.” In an age when rulers often secured power through murder, his first act was to share it, naming his adoptive brother as co-emperor. He forgave a general who attempted a coup. When the Antonine Plague struck Rome and decimated the population, he remained in the city.

Loss shaped Aurelius’s fifty-eight years, a lifespan roughly twice the average of his time. He lost eight children and his wife. Understandably, death occupied a constant place in his mind—not as something to fear, but as a summons to act with courage while time allowed.

Few themes recur more often in Meditations than death and the common good, the standard by which he judged his actions. “Have I done something for the common good?” he asked. “Then I share in its benefits.”

THE MEASURE OF COURAGE

Can anyone measure courage? The modern military tries. Marines receive fitness reports at every duty station. I filled out reports on dozens of Marines when I served as an officer, and I received a few myself. Each report ranks fourteen traits on a scale from A to G, with an option for “Not Observed.” The ratings matter. Averages are compared with other Marines’ scores and help determine who is promoted.

Courage is one of the fourteen traits. The Marine Corps defines it on each fitness report as “Moral or physical strength to overcome danger, fear, difficulty, or anxiety. Personal acceptance of responsibility and accountability, placing conscience over competing interests regardless of consequences. Conscious, overriding decision to risk bodily harm or death to accomplish the mission or save others.”

One officer I respect, retired Colonel Matt Jones, took a particular approach to evaluating courage. Outside of combat deployments, he often marked “Not Observed,” ensuring the score neither helped nor hurt a Marine’s overall evaluation. Service alone, he believed, did not merit credit beyond a baseline of courage, and he did not want to disadvantage those with fewer opportunities to demonstrate it. He considered courage to be rare and understood that moments of moral courage are often private.

I’ve come to think of courage as a moral graph with two axes: the risk faced and the intended benefit to the common good. At the graph’s highest point lies sacrificial courage, when one knowingly accepts certain death in service to something larger than oneself. In the Christian faith, this apogee is found in Christ, whose crucifixion joined moral conviction to physical suffering and death in service of humanity across time.

Such a framework does not suggest that some people are incapable of courage. It recognizes that certain roles demand it more often, and sometimes at higher stakes. In combat, the distribution of physical risk varies widely. Infantry and special operations forces often face greater danger than those in support roles, creating more frequent—and at times more consequential—opportunities to choose courage. Some battles are so intense that the demands of courage are unrelenting. Consider the life-and-death decisions American, Canadian, and British soldiers faced as they stormed the beaches of Normandy on D-Day.

Of course, physical courage isn’t limited to the battlefield. Some of the most meaningful acts I’ve witnessed happened far from war.

My mother is a nurse by training and temperament, with a generous heart for the less fortunate. When I was a senior at UNC—the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill—in 2001, she inspired me to cofound a nonprofit called Carolina for Kibera along with a Kenyan nurse and community organizer. Our objective was to fight poverty through public health and youth leadership in Kibera, a vast slum in Nairobi, Kenya. On one of my trips there, she joined me for a week in a compound of ten-by-ten-foot shacks that served as our medical clinic. She slept there each night alongside the local team, surrounded by open sewage and disease, despite the health and safety risks. Her decision to share in some of their hardship strengthened the resolve of the Kenyan leaders, who went on to expand the organization. What began with a $26 gift from me to one of my cofounders, the late Tabitha Atieno Festo, ultimately grew into a locally led hospital that now treats more than twenty thousand patients each year.

Moral courage can be less apparent than physical courage. For many, it’s also harder to choose.

When I deployed as a captain in Iraq, one gunnery sergeant—a “gunny,” the unit’s senior enlisted leader—inspired Marines of all ranks with his bravery. On his sixth combat tour, he seemed fearless as the homemade bombs known as improvised explosive devices, or IEDs, ripped through our ranks. Marines felt safer around him; often, I did as well.

Then one of his subordinates, a sergeant who frequently volunteered for the most dangerous missions, came to me with troubling news. I had never seen him nervous before. His hands trembled and his voice cracked as he told me the gunny planned to use an Iraqi boy to gather intelligence on IED locations and enemy positions, a move that would have put the boy at serious risk of torture or death.

When I confronted the gunny, he tried to justify himself, noting that insurgents used children against us. I ordered him to cease contact with the boy. That took no courage on my part. I faced no fear or personal risk, only the moral stain I would have carried had I failed to act. I simply did my duty. The courage belonged to the sergeant, and it was the only time I gave the highest mark for courage on a fitness report to a Marine in my command.

That kind of moral courage is typically private, witnessed by few. Moral courage in politics, by contrast, is often public. Elected leaders face more frequent opportunities to prove their courage—or reveal their cowardice—than most citizens, particularly at the national level, where votes and decisions are constant and widely scrutinized. When these leaders rise to the moment, the consequences can ripple far beyond themselves.

WITH HONOR

Throughout his long and distinguished career in public service, Navy veteran David Gergen advised four U.S. presidents, three Republicans and a Democrat. At six foot five, he towered over everyone when I first met him in 2006 at UNC.

By then, I was generally at ease speaking with others. Years of raising money for my nonprofit in Kenya had taught me how to connect with people from all walks of life. But I had watched David for years on television, where he offered honest and sober insight amid the clatter of American political commentary. Meeting him, I felt transported back to an earlier, more uncertain version of myself.

I had driven up from Camp Lejeune that weekend to commission a mentee of mine, Peter Dixon, into the Marine Corps after his graduation from UNC. Peter’s father, a friend of David’s, had invited him to a small reception. David arrived with an ease that relaxed the room. His baritone laugh and broad smile did the work.

“Hi, I’m David,” he said, extending a hand. It would be years before I had the nerve to call him that.

When he spoke, he commended Peter for choosing a path of service in a time of war. Fewer than 2 percent of American high school and college graduates took that path, whether in the military or in federal civilian service programs such as AmeriCorps and the Peace Corps. Among more than four thousand classmates, Peter knew of only a handful who had chosen public service.

At the time, Peter faced the prospect of deploying to Iraq when the war looked bleak. I had just returned from Fallujah, an embattled city west of Baghdad, with my Marine unit. Afghanistan, by contrast, seemed less volatile and had largely faded from the news. That would soon change, and Peter would command a Marine infantry platoon in Afghanistan’s Helmand Province, one of the most violently contested regions of the war.

After delivering his remarks, David approached me. He was in the process of creating public leadership fellowships at Harvard for veterans and social entrepreneurs. I had heard the term social entrepreneur before, but hadn’t thought much about it. To my surprise, David already knew about my nonprofit work in Kenya. He found the combination of my service pursuits as a Marine and a nonprofit cofounder to be intriguing. He called it “dual service” and urged me to apply for a fellowship. I did, and was accepted.

At Harvard, David taught a popular course on American politics that always quickly filled up. When I didn’t get in, I went to see him and proposed an independent study that focused on speechwriting. He had never offered such a study before, but he valued initiative, welcomed new ideas, and cared deeply about helping students find their paths. He agreed. Once a week thereafter, I selected a book from his home library to read and discuss.

David had filled the books that mattered most to him with handwritten notes. Among them was John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage, which Kennedy had authored with the help of his speechwriter, Ted Sorensen. As president, Kennedy had inspired my father to join the Marines and my mother to volunteer in Peru as a nurse. As I grew up, the iconic words of his inaugural address echoed through our home: Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.

I chose Profiles in Courage for our first study. Kennedy had worked on the book from a hospital bed, suffering severe back pain from wartime injuries that he had sustained a decade earlier. In 1943, a Japanese destroyer rammed the patrol boat that he was commanding, PT-109, killing two of his sailors and casting the survivors into the dark waters of the South Pacific. Kennedy towed a wounded crewmate to safety by gripping his life-jacket strap with his teeth.

After days stranded on a deserted island, weak from hunger and thirst, Kennedy carved an SOS message into a coconut that helped bring about their rescue. His father later encased the coconut in plastic and gave it to his son, who kept it on his desk throughout his presidency. It was a reminder, like my father’s smoke grenade, of the fate he had narrowly escaped in service to his country.

The book rekindled my fascination with courage. Most of the figures Kennedy profiled had long since faded from memory, yet the choices he described—members of Congress risking power, careers, and reputations for conscience—felt urgent and timeless. As David and I worked through the chapters, we imagined what we might have done in their place and weighed those dilemmas against the pressures that modern leaders face. Even then, in 2007, Congress had drifted far from the spirit of sacrifice Kennedy admired, though David and I had no idea just how much worse things would get in the years ahead.

David believed that American government worked better when more of its leaders had served in the military. Within his lifetime, the share of members of Congress who were veterans had fallen from over 70 percent to under 20. From his experience in the Navy, he had seen how shared service built trust and facilitated compromise. “Do you think your generation will serve again?” he asked.

I was twenty-nine and not yet seeing the arc of time. David understood that the torch would soon pass to a new generation, in the same transition that Kennedy had noted in his inaugural address. He also believed that courage was as vital in politics as in war—and that the risks of public service would only grow in an emerging age of social media, which David sensed earlier than most.

After the 2016 presidential election, some friends of mine from both parties decided to run for Congress, joining a wave of post-9/11 veterans seeking office across the country. Peter Dixon and I had stayed in touch and began discussing whether to create a new nonpartisan organization to support veterans in politics, many of whom faced steep financial barriers amid soaring campaign costs.

We wondered if this next generation of veterans could help bridge the nation’s widening political divide by working together across party lines. Intuitively, we believed the answer was yes.

Military service is a great equalizer. It forges bonds among Americans from every walk of life, uniting them in service to the nation. It instills discipline, builds character, and offers leadership opportunities at nearly every stage. As divisions in the country deepened, veterans remained one of the few groups that still had widespread trust. The military itself was one of the rare public institutions that enjoyed majority confidence across both parties, though even that would recede in the years ahead.

Neither Peter nor I had political experience. Before taking the leap of creating a new organization, we turned to David for counsel. He listened carefully as we outlined a character-based pledge that would anchor the organization we hoped to build, one we would soon call With Honor. To earn our support, veterans would have to commit to serve with integrity, civility, and courage—especially the courage to work across party lines and take concrete actions, including meeting regularly with colleagues from the opposing party and cosponsoring bipartisan legislation. We would judge character through those who often knew it best: fellow veterans who had seen these candidates lead under pressure.

As part of our new organization, we planned to launch a political action committee, or PAC, to support capable veterans running for the U.S. House of Representatives. In modern campaigns, early money often determines who can mount a viable race, sidelining candidates without personal wealth or established donor networks and weakening the representative character of the republic. Our aim was to provide early funding, especially in primaries where the gap was widest, and, once elected, to bring these veterans together in a cross-partisan coalition.

David responded with a history lesson. He recalled working with bipartisan veterans whose shared experiences forged lasting relationships that helped shape national policy—men like Senators Dan Inouye and Bob Dole, whose friendship began as they recovered from wounds they sustained in World War II. He also spoke of the formative influence of military service on Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Carter, and George H. W. Bush. On this point, he later wrote:


I would not pretend the leaders of the World War II generation were perfect. They weren’t. . . . But on the whole that generation raised our sights about what is possible when our civic culture is strong and our leaders work across divides. On their watch, the country went to the moon, created the Peace Corps, passed major legislation advancing the causes of women and communities of color, reformed Social Security, created world-class universities, and invested heavily in science and technology. And by the way, they won the Cold War without firing a shot directly at the Russians. . . . United and well led, the World War II generation proved that, when inspired, we are a can-do people.



David concluded our meeting with a simple but essential question: Have veterans in Congress governed in a more bipartisan manner than their nonveteran peers?

An analysis of congressional voting records suggested that, on average, members of Congress with military service had indeed been more bipartisan than those without it. David had helped us uncover a vision grounded in both history and data. With that clarity, we took the plunge. I committed myself full time to launching With Honor in partnership with Peter. David joined as our third and final cofounder.

TEN IN THE ARENA

Since 2018, With Honor has helped elect more than one hundred military veterans and national security professionals. Fifty now serve in Congress; others hold state and local office or have since left electoral politics.

In the pages that follow, I profile ten of them in office: five Democrats and five Republicans. As of this writing, six are in the House of Representatives, two are in the Senate, and two are governors. Nine are veterans, hailing from nearly every branch of the military; one served in Iraq with the FBI. They are not a fully representative cross-section of the U.S. military, which in 2025 was about 17 percent Black, 18 percent Latino, and 19 percent women. But each offers a distinct perspective, and each aspires to be a servant-leader.

These ten chose public service during the most productive years of their lives, forgoing careers that would likely have offered greater comfort with higher pay, more privacy, and more time for family and personal pursuits. While in uniform, they endured loss. Some lost battle buddies; others carried wounds of war, seen and unseen. They each volunteered to risk their lives for their country when they were young, and they later put their reputations on the line by stepping into politics.

In office, each of these ten took the With Honor pledge to serve with integrity, civility, and courage. Their campaigns received financial support from our political action committees. In an environment that often rewards showmanship over substance, each has chosen the harder path of governing, which requires trust across party lines. At times, they have stood up to presidents, party leaders, and public pressure for principles they believe in. Sometimes they have cast lonely votes, made decisions that risked their careers, and spoken hard truths when silence would have been easier.

Congress may be the last place many Americans think of when they hear the word courage. Yet acts of courage still occur there. In an age of rising political violence and contempt for the opposing party, simply serving in Congress or state government now requires a measure of physical courage. It takes guts to put one’s name on a ballot. Yes, some leaders are driven mainly by ego and self-interest. But, as we shall see, some serve with moral courage.

I selected these ten not because I agree with all of their decisions—I don’t—but because I have grown to know and respect them. Over the years, we’ve built relationships of trust deep enough for honesty and, at times, vulnerability. Through that trust, I came to know each of them beyond title and public persona. I traveled to hometowns across the country, spoke with veterans who served beside them, and met parents, spouses, siblings, staff, and friends to understand who they are, how they chose public service, and what happened in moments of courage.

My aim is not hagiography but truth: to portray imperfect people striving to serve honorably in a corrosive, often disheartening political environment. America would benefit from more visible examples of courage in public leadership. This book seeks to provide them—honestly and without illusion—by acknowledging shortcomings without dwelling on them, and by focusing on moments when individuals choose courage.

Some of the ten Americans profiled may rise to even higher office. Two have retired early, for reasons that illuminate the current pressures of electoral politics for people of character. One lost his primary. Others may lose their next elections. Some may shape our politics for decades to come. What matters most is not what becomes of any one of them, but what becomes of us.

Taken together, these ten offer a rare perspective across party lines at a pivotal moment in our history. Our republic—in its 250th year at the time of publication—approaches what some historians have described as the average lifespan of empires.

Foreign adversaries seek to exploit our divisions, while polarization weakens our ability to respond to internal challenges. Millions of families live on the edge of insolvency, uncertain whether their children will inherit a better future. A widening mental-health crisis touches every generation, bearing most heavily on the young. Our national debt has reached historically unsustainable levels. And a technological transformation is reshaping work itself, making it harder for many to find financial security and meaning.

The same polarization that weakens our political institutions now seeps into every corner of American life—our media, workplaces, communities, even families. Most registered Democrats and Republicans now view the other party as “downright evil.” More than 80 percent of voters on both sides view elected officials from the other party as “a clear and present danger to American democracy.” These are not just polling results. I have seen firsthand the forces pulling us apart, but I’ve also felt the resolve still capable of holding us together.

When we launched With Honor, a number of bipartisan nonprofit organizations were active in Congress. Some have since disappeared or drifted into irrelevance. The platform we built remains among the few bipartisan efforts still producing tangible results. We created With Honor to bridge partisan divides—first in the U.S. House, then in the Senate, and later in state government. This book shows how such bridges can be built and sustained through service, and the results those bridges can deliver for our country. The work is difficult, and success is never assured. But it remains achievable.

I wrote this book to be accessible to everyone, but I’m especially mindful of one audience: American high school and college students. Many students feel isolated and are searching for purpose. These stories invite us to better understand Americans who think differently than we do, and to consider lives of service for ourselves—whether in uniform, in public office, or in civic life more broadly. Each chapter stands on its own, allowing readers and teachers to use individual profiles as case studies. I define terms that may be familiar to some readers but not others, and revisit key events as they recur across lives, providing a measure of intentional repetition.

At whatever stage in life this book finds you, I hope you take from it two intertwined lessons—one collective and one personal—both rooted in the same conviction.

Courage can save us, as a nation, from ourselves. History suggests that great civilizations, such as ancient Greece and Rome, are rarely undone by conquest alone. More often, they erode from within, weakened by corruption, internal strife, and civic decline.

The lives of the ten Americans profiled here point toward a few simple truths: that we have more in common than our outrage-driven politics and information environment reveal; that shared values can still overcome partisan differences; and that it is often harder to truly hate someone once you know them.

Courage can also save us as individuals. It is an essential virtue of both life and servant leadership. I first encountered it not as an abstraction, but as a scar on my father’s face, a mark left by service and carried quietly.

As I have grown from a boy into a father myself, I have seen courage many times in others. It rarely announces itself. It appears in moments of choice, sometimes urgently, when fear is real, the risks are high, and the outcome is uncertain.

This book is about ten Americans who have chosen service at a difficult moment for the nation they love. What we do with their stories—how we recognize courage in others and assess it in ourselves—is where the work truly begins, for us and for our country.




GOVERNOR MIKIE SHERRILL
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“I’ve Done Harder Things Than Take a Vote or Make a Statement”
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“Who are you, Florence fucking Nightingale?” a midshipman groaned at her Naval Academy classmate, Mikie Sherrill.

The ship reeked of vomit. Hurricane-charged waves tossed the Navy Yard Patrol Craft, YP-690, without regard for its steel hull or the souls inside it.

“Just eat some ice chips. You’ll feel better,” Mikie suggested, half laughing, as she held out a handful she had grabbed from the galley for her seasick crewmates.

The midshipman swatted her hand away, leaned over the rack, and threw up on the deck.

It was June 1991, and Mikie was on her sophomore “Youngster” cruise at the U.S. Naval Academy. YP-690 had carried two dozen midshipmen from Annapolis to the Bahamas and back. Now, just off the Outer Banks—an area known as the Graveyard of the Atlantic—the sea was setting the terms.

The midshipmen believed their ship could take it. Rough seas were part of the job. They just needed to “get salty,” as sailors say, and get through it.

A shout cut through the storm’s noise. Someone was calling for help.

Mikie ran to the bridge. A classmate lay sprawled on the deck. Another midshipman was already kneeling beside her, counting out chest compressions aloud.

“Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen!”

The fallen midshipman’s eyes were closed, and she had no pulse. She’d likely been knocked off her feet by the heavy seas. Trained as a lifeguard in high school, Mikie stepped in to help, delivering rescue breaths and rotating through compressions.

For nearly two hours the two midshipmen kept up the rhythm and hoped for the best. Finally, the weather cleared enough for a rescue helicopter—similar to the H-3 Sea King Mikie would one day fly—to hover overhead and evacuate their shipmate, who survived and went on to serve fifteen years in the Navy.

The Navy awarded Mikie and her classmate who assisted in the rescue Navy Achievement Medals, rare honors for midshipmen. Mikie’s citation read: “Her persistence and unwavering loyalty to her shipmates inspired all who observed her . . . and are in keeping with the highest traditions of the United States Naval Service.”

Over thirty years later, documents from her time at the Naval Academy would be improperly leaked to political operatives during her 2025 race for governor. Yet the public hardly heard about her lifesaving act. Opponents focused on a cheating episode at the academy. Mikie had not cheated. But the Naval Academy’s culture expected midshipmen to confront or report classmates who did, which she hadn’t done either. Some rivals also accused Mikie—without evidence—of using her position in Congress to secure her two eldest children’s admission to the academy.

Mikie understood that modern politics often rewards outrage and hyperbole. She had flipped a Republican-held U.S. House seat in New Jersey during the first midterm elections of Donald Trump’s first presidency and held it through seven turbulent years. Still, the targeting of her college-age children crossed a deeply personal line, even for the scorched-earth electoral politics of the moment.

“I remember what it was like to be a plebe,” she recalls, using the academy’s term for freshmen. “You just want to fly under the radar. And they get dragged into this. I called them and said, ‘Guys, I’m so sorry. You worked so hard to be there. I’m proud of you. You know there was no preferential treatment. That’s not how this place works.’”

Her children took it in stride. The attacks only steeled Mikie’s resolve. Courage, for her, meant accepting risk in service of others. It was a virtue she had worked toward all her life, from the cockpit over rough seas to the halls of a deeply divided Congress.

The steadiness she showed at nineteen aboard YP-690 carried her through one of the ugliest stretches of her public life and toward something unprecedented: becoming the nation’s first female veteran elected governor.

SHE JUST STARTED TO SMILE

David Sherrill had returned home after having a cocktail with a friend when his wife Pattie shouted, “I think our baby is coming!” It was January 19, 1972, exactly one month before her due date.

He got Pattie into the car and headed to the doctor. Yet, they had only recently moved to an apartment in Virginia, and David had no idea where the hospital was. He began running red lights—“like a banshee,” he recalls. After first pulling into a school, they finally found the hospital. David narrowly missed hitting a support column on the way in, braking so hard he sent Pattie sliding under the dash of their old sedan. He ran into the lobby shouting, “Emergency!”

“I just said, ‘Run, David, run!’” Pattie says, laughing.

From all that commotion emerged a beautiful baby girl, Rebecca Michelle Sherrill, nicknamed Mikie.

“Mikie was actually very shy until the fifth grade,” recalls David, a gregarious extrovert who spent his career rising through the ranks of Xerox salesmen. The family moved often for his job, and Mikie felt each relocation deeply—new schools, new hallways, new faces. She buried herself in books and worked hard, but the constant upheaval left her cautious around peers. Then, in fifth grade, she decided to make a change.

“She finally decided she was really unhappy,” David says. “She told us, ‘I’m just going to smile and say hi to everybody,’ and it just changed everything.”

“Just like that,” adds Pattie.

Mikie never stopped smiling, and friends and political opponents alike would attest years later that her smile worked. It projected confidence. It drew people in. It lifted spirits.

For much of Mikie’s childhood, Pattie was a homemaker, spending her days caring for Mikie and her two younger sisters, Megan and Mary. After Mary started day care, Pattie went back to work, ultimately building a career at Siemens, the German industrial conglomerate.

Pattie’s father, Bill Donovan, had flown B-24 Liberators in the Army Air Corps during World War II. His plane was shot down over occupied France. Bill and four of his ten crewmates were rescued by the French Resistance; the other five were captured by German forces but survived the war. Bill liked to say that the two luckiest days of his life were the day he was shot down and the day he married his wife.

When Mikie visited her grandparents in Cincinnati, they often drove to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base to see the massive B-24 bomber in the U.S. Air Force Museum. Her sisters would quickly grow bored and beg to leave. Mikie would not; the planes that had helped win World War II captured her imagination.

On commercial flights, she loved the moment of lift. “I thought it was kind of crazy that something that heavy could do that,” she says. She would press her face to the window, mesmerized by clouds that looked solid even as the jet cut cleanly through them.

One day when Mikie was about ten, her father asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up. She said she wanted to fly. He told her flight school was expensive but that she could learn to fly in the military.

“Great, then I’m going to go to the Air Force Academy,” she replied.

“Oh, you don’t want to go there,” he said. “That’s new. You want to go to West Point or the Naval Academy. Those are the cool ones.”

“But I want to fly.”

“I think the Navy flies.”

“Then I’ll go to the Naval Academy.”

“I don’t know if they take women. I don’t know if they even let women fly.”

“I’ll figure it out. I’ll be the first.”

For Mikie’s dad, the conversation barely registered. For her, it was a turning point. A few years later, when she was in eighth grade, the release of Top Gun only reinforced her dream, making flying seem “adventurous and cool and fun.”

With her sights set on the Naval Academy, Mikie threw herself into academics and extracurriculars. In high school, she was both a cheerleader and a French horn player in the band. During football halftimes, she would duck under the bleachers to change from her cheerleading uniform into her band uniform, play, then change back and rejoin the cheerleading squad.

Her intense work ethic soon had her donning a new uniform: the white attire of a midshipman fourth class.

TAKING FLIGHT

Annapolis looks like a postcard: cobblestone streets and colonial brick buildings facing a harbor dotted with sails. The Maryland State House—the building where George Washington addressed the Continental Congress and resigned his commission as commander in chief of the Continental Army—stands on a hilltop beside its famous neighbor, the United States Naval Academy, known simply as the Yard.

Located on a peninsula in the Chesapeake Bay, the Yard projects permanence and tradition. Granite buildings with signature blue-green copper roofs stand in orderly quadrangles. Each year, more than a thousand eighteen-year-olds pass through its gates into the greatest culture shock of their lives: Plebe Summer.

Mikie arrived in the summer of 1990, her mom recalls, still “coughing something awful.” She was suffering a long bout of mononucleosis so severe that Pattie had quietly enrolled her at the University of Virginia as a fallback.

Many plebe-year routines are standard across the military: reveille, formation, inspection, drills. Others are unique to the Yard. Plebes perform “chow calls,” memorizing each meal’s menu and reciting it to upperclassmen before serving them. Once the meal begins, they ensure no cup falls below half full. They also master “rates”—Navy slang for material memorized from Reef Points, a pocket-size book of naval history and regulations. Any upperclassman may stop a plebe and quiz him or her at will. The induction lasts all year, layered atop a demanding load of engineering, navigation, and science classes.

The Naval Academy rigorously enforces its standards of integrity. During Mikie’s senior year, more than 130 midshipmen were caught up in a scandal after students obtained advance copies of an electrical engineering exam. Some had seen the test; others had only heard rumors to study up on certain subjects. “It was kind of like a grapevine,” her classmate—and future husband—Jason Hedberg recalls, “with varying degrees of guilt throughout the chain.” The Naval Criminal Investigative Service interviewed the entire class. Though Mikie wasn’t directly involved, she was among those reprimanded by the Navy for failing to report students who had cheated. Two dozen of her fellow midshipmen were expelled.

The scandal cast a shadow over the class but also reinforced the academy’s culture. “In the end I think it made us better,” Jason says. “The standards for integrity and character are higher because life and death are in the balance, and you’re in an institution paid for by taxpayers.”

Socially, the Navy was undergoing its own reckoning. Although the academy had begun admitting women in 1976, women still only comprised about 10 percent of the class by the time Mikie enrolled in 1990. (They would constitute more than 30 percent of the class of 2028.)

The year Mikie arrived, a female midshipman had withdrawn after she was handcuffed to a urinal, taunted, and photographed—an act of hazing that sparked national outcry and congressional investigations.

At the academy, Mikie heard about a widely circulated 1979 article by Marine officer and highly decorated Vietnam veteran Jim Webb. In the piece, titled “Women Can’t Fight,” Webb argued that “no benefit to anyone can come from women serving in combat.” He referred to Academy dorms as “a horny woman’s dream,” and warned that women were poisoning combat preparation. By the early 1990s, when Mikie was at the Academy, Webb—who had since served as secretary of the Navy—had not disavowed those views. During his successful 2006 campaign as a Democrat for the U.S. Senate, he would say he was “fully comfortable with the roles of women in the military today,” and in 2017 said he was “profoundly sorry” for any hardship the article may have caused.

Mikie also remembered a female classmate in an auditorium with thousands of classmates asking Admiral Frank Kelso, then chief of naval operations, “Sir, when will women be allowed to serve on submarines?”

“Not in my lifetime,” the four-star admiral replied, drawing a standing ovation from many in the room.

In 1992 a scandal known as Tailhook further thrust the Navy’s treatment of women into the national spotlight. At an aviators’ convention in Las Vegas the year before, dozens of women had been assaulted in hotel hallways and suites, including in a notorious “gauntlet” where female officers and civilians were groped as they were forced through a corridor. An investigation ultimately identified ninety victims.

The fallout was sweeping—congressional hearings, senior Naval resignations, and a reevaluation of Navy culture, followed by new conduct standards, expanded training, and accelerated debates over women’s roles across the fleet. By the time Mikie graduated in 1994, her class became the first in which women were eligible to serve in combat positions on ships and aircraft. Mikie calls the post-Tailhook fallout “a seismic change.”

Still, Naval culture was slower to evolve. Some male midshipmen twisted the uniform acronym WUBA (Working Uniform Blue Alpha) into a crude insult, “Women with Unusually Big Asses.” Mikie recalls that a small group of male midshipmen, frustrated by differing physical standards for men and women, called themselves the WUBA KKK and would flash a three-fingered hand sign at one another.

“Most of these guys—and they were a minority—were the ones who couldn’t hack the physical standards themselves,” Mikie remembers.

During her junior summer cruise, she earned a coveted assignment with an F-18 fighter unit: nine weeks aboard an aircraft carrier. Much of the time, Mikie, then twenty years old, was the only woman on board the floating city of nearly five thousand personnel. Her mother later recalled receiving a letter in which Mikie had sketched a small face with a single tear. “I think she was pretty harassed on that cruise,” Pattie says.

Mikie doesn’t use the word harassment, but she acknowledges that it wasn’t always an enjoyable deployment. In the wake of Tailhook, the command imposed strict rules intended to prevent misconduct. Mikie was barred from the gym because she would have had to walk through the male sleeping quarters to reach it. Many sailors were hesitant even to speak to her. “They’d see me and look down at their shoes or freak out,” she recalls with a laugh. “It was an odd time. No one quite knew what to do. And you forget when you’re in it, but the Navy is really young—most of the crew are in their twenties.”

Still, she made the most of the cruise by learning from the officers around her, spending hours in the air with pilots, and flying in the helicopters she would later operate herself. By summer’s end, she had become a trusted member of the unit as it prepared for a long-awaited port call. After weeks at sea, the crew could finally blow off some steam. Mikie had just turned twenty-one when her commander invited her along for what would almost certainly become a night of heavy drinking. When she declined, he seemed relieved. “He probably thought, This is a problem waiting to happen, but also, She’s part of the team,” Mikie recalls. “I really appreciated him for asking . . . He was a professional.”

That practical attitude and good judgment defined Mikie as she graduated from the academy and realized her dream of becoming a helicopter pilot. Like many women, she faced instances of bias or inappropriate behavior. But she either ignored or addressed them, depending on the circumstances, and remained focused on her work.

For the most part, she was too busy to dwell on fear or anything beyond her control. The Navy pushed pilots to their physical limits. Mikie grew accustomed to doing things she never would have chosen: jumping out of helicopters, enduring frostbite during prisoner-of-war training on a frigid mountain, and completing the dreaded helo dunker drill, where she would be blindfolded, strapped into a mock helicopter cockpit, submerged in water, flipped upside down, and forced to escape.

“It’s almost like a torture device,” she says of the dunker drill. “But it teaches you that once you make your decision, you don’t need to think about it too much. You’ve made the decision. Just move on.”

Day after day, she absorbed the Navy’s core ethos, a code that placed the mission above the individual and responsibility above comfort: Ship, shipmate, self.

When it came to flight selection, some classmates opted for fixed-wing aircraft like the P-3 Orion, built to patrol vast stretches of ocean and hunt submarines. But Mikie chose helicopters. “I wanted to land on ships,” she says. “I wanted to go do missions. Helicopters just felt much more in the mix.”

After a year and a half of flight school, she earned her wings and began piloting the Navy’s H-3 Sea King, the same helicopter model adapted for presidential transport under the call sign Marine One. A heavy twin-engine workhorse, it performed search and rescue, troop transport, medical evacuation, and many other general purpose missions.

Mikie loved the precision of flying: the fingertip corrections, the constant balancing of lift and rotational forces, the feeling of becoming part of a machine engineered for both strength and finesse. She valued the teamwork as well. No pilot flew alone; every mission was a choreography of crew, instruments, weather, and purpose.

Having traveled outside the United States only once before, Mikie was also drawn to the promise of adventure, as captured in the recruiting slogan: “Join the Navy, See the World.” Soon enough, she was doing just that.

On her first overseas deployment, she flew missions out of Bahrain as a “Desert Duck,” one of the aviators assigned to the Navy’s Fifth Fleet. During off-hours, she wandered Middle Eastern souks, markets that felt lifted from an Indiana Jones movie. She was struck by the architecture and by women in hijabs and full-length black chadors.

Every day brought a different task: hauling mail or cargo, ferrying passengers across the Arabian Gulf, evacuating sick or injured sailors from nearby ships. Stateside, she’d pilot that same aircraft to carry everything from downed drones to Navy SEALs.

Steve Miller, a Naval Academy classmate who flew with Mikie in both Norfolk, Virginia, and Bahrain, remembers her as “a good stick”—steady and skilled at the controls. She excelled at what the Navy called crew resource management, drawing the entire crew into the decision-making process to prevent errors. “She was never the type to say, ‘We’re doing this regardless,’” Miller recalls. “It was very open communication.”

Mikie was commissioned into a peacetime military. Her academy years were bookended by the triumph of the Gulf War and the horror of Somalia—later depicted in Black Hawk Down—a reminder of both the reach and limits of American power. Her nine years on active duty unfolded after the Cold War, as the United States searched for a new role and a smaller military adjusted to regional conflicts like the Balkan wars.

On the morning of September 11, 2001, Mikie was in Norfolk, serving as an aide to the deputy commander of the U.S. Atlantic Fleet. When the first plane struck the World Trade Center, she assumed it was an accident. After the second plane hit—and with a nationwide no-fly order in effect—she spent the day trying to determine how the Navy could scramble jets to protect the East Coast without risking friendly fire.

“It was one of those rare moments where you feel like everything has changed,” she recalls. “Americans had this deep sense of optimism. After the Cold War, there was a sense that so many people wanted to be American. Our values were compelling. After 9/11, there was very obviously a group of people out there that did not agree with us, did not agree with our values. That was not something I’d seen.”

With the nation at war, Mikie rotated through roles that deepened her operational and strategic experience. During the Iraq War she served on the battle watch floor for the European theater—a 24/7 hub tracking events in real time and briefing commanders as crises unfolded. She also became a Russian policy officer, helping implement nuclear treaty obligations and manage the relationship between the U.S. and Russian navies.

One of Mikie’s most consequential military experiences happened during a deployment with the Sixth Fleet in Naples, Italy. Off duty, she and fellow officers explored the region’s impossibly picturesque cliffside towns: Positano, Ravello, and the villages in between.

Her former Naval Academy classmate Jason Hedberg was also stationed there, working for NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander, whose attention was focused on the war in Kosovo. A two-time All-American rugby player, Jason had captained the Academy’s team to a national championship and later played for the U.S. military’s Combined Services team in Europe.

Mikie and Jason had both been history majors but ran in different circles. Still, at an academy where women made up just 10 percent of the student body, he had taken notice. “She was stunning,” he recalls.

In Naples, Jason assumed that Mikie was drawn to his “charming personality.” She joked that she was initially intrigued by something else.

“It was like I was sixteen,” she says with a laugh. “I was like, ‘He has a car!’”

As their deployments wound down, they began casually dating, spending a few romantic months venturing along the ribbons of coastline in his Alfa Romeo. They stayed in touch as the Navy sent them to different cities and continents. It was America’s Game—Army vs. Navy 2003—that sealed the relationship.

They made plans to meet up after the game. “Not to turn it into too schmaltzy a love story,” Jason recalls, “but it was snowing on a Philadelphia street corner. Navy had just beaten Army, and we were both so excited to see each other. From there, we never really looked back.”

Mikie left the service around that same time, and the two of them got married on April 16, 2005, under the blue-green copper dome of the Naval Academy chapel.

The newlyweds’ life together was busy from the start. Jason launched an intense finance career in New York City, where they lived, while Mikie attended Georgetown Law in Washington, D.C. Their first child, Maggie, soon arrived. Jason often dropped her at preschool—fumbling for pacifiers on the subway—while Mikie commuted to Washington a few days a week to finish law school.

Lincoln, their second child, arrived in a Manhattan taxicab. Within twenty minutes of leaving the house, Mikie warned Jason, “He’s coming! He’s coming!” Two women waiting for a bus helped deliver Lincoln; one was in medical school and found the impromptu delivery so energizing that she decided to become an obstetrician.

They eventually had two more children, Ike and Marit, and settled in Montclair, New Jersey, a diverse tree-lined suburb known for its historic homes, lively arts scene, and easy commute into New York City. Mikie spent several years in private practice before joining the U.S. Attorney’s Office, where she initially helped people leaving prison find jobs and housing, and then served as a federal prosecutor. With two demanding careers and four kids, life was often hectic, but the family knew how to have fun and embrace the chaos together.

Then, in November 2016, America elected Donald Trump as its forty-fifth president. A different kind of chaos ensued, and Mikie felt called to serve in another way.

THE UNICORN

In early 2017 Mikie met with a friend to brainstorm how to create a government-reform organization. She loved her work as an attorney, but it had shown her the limits of applying—rather than shaping—the law. Her friend urged her to pass on the nonprofit and run for office instead.

People had floated the idea to her for years, but she had always brushed it off. With Trump in power, the stakes felt different to her. As she told one reporter: “To see all of the values that I had spent so much time supporting and protecting, values that I had really sworn to give my life to protect—things like attacks on women and minorities and Gold Star families and POWs and freedom of the press and the Constitution and the list really goes on—I knew I had to act.”

Her congressman was seventy-one-year-old Republican Rodney Frelinghuysen, scion of a storied New Jersey political dynasty that had produced senators, House members, and a U.S. secretary of state. The road that ran alongside Newark’s Liberty International Airport was Frelinghuysen Avenue; an hour from Montclair was Frelinghuysen Township. Congressman Frelinghuysen had held the seat for a quarter century and chaired the powerful House Appropriations Committee. The district hadn’t voted for a Democrat in more than thirty years. In 2016 Frelinghuysen beat his Democratic challenger by a landslide of nearly 20 points; Trump carried the district by about 1.

Mikie reached out to EMILYs List, the national group dedicated to electing Democratic women to office. The group connected her with Mollie Binotto, a campaign professional who had been considering leaving politics after Hillary Clinton’s loss to Trump in 2016.

Binotto was impressed by Mikie and her public service and lacrosse-mom relatability. Mikie, she thought, was “a unicorn.”

“I met her in her dining room, with her kids coming in and out,” Binotto recalls. “I thought, This woman has what it takes.”

With suburban women souring on Trump, signs emerged early that 2018 could produce a “blue wave” of successful Democratic candidates, making the district an increasingly attractive pickup opportunity. Mikie decided to go for it, and she and Binotto launched the campaign out of Mikie’s dining room.

The launch was modest—they raised $6,000 online on day one—but momentum built quickly. By the end of the election cycle, Mikie had shattered New Jersey fundraising records for a House candidate, raising $7.5 million. It was more than any woman running for the House brought in that year, apart from then–House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi.

Mikie’s military service was central to her appeal, especially among Republicans and independents. “I’d say, ‘Hi, my name’s Mikie Sherrill and I’m running for Congress,’” she recalled. “Then I’d say, ‘I was a Navy helicopter pilot and a federal prosecutor,’ and start to walk away—and they’d go, ‘Wait a minute, wait a minute . . .’”

Even as voters warmed to her, the strain of campaigning while raising young children was never far away. After a long day dragging her six-year-old daughter, Marit, to phone banks and canvassing kickoffs, the overtired child refused to go to bed.

“I said, ‘Marit, you’re exhausted. It’s time for bed,’” Mikie recalls, laughing. “She looks at me and announces, ‘I’m not voting for you! I’m voting for Trump!’”

Mikie joined a broader wave of women with national security backgrounds running in 2018, many of them younger mothers. They included Abigail Spanberger, Elaine Luria, Elissa Slotkin, and Chrissy Houlahan, a group later branded “the Badasses.” From narrowly divided swing districts, they bonded quickly, sharing strategy and humor in a group text chain.

A number of male veterans also entered Democratic politics during that election cycle and formed friendships with one another and with the Badasses, in part through events hosted by Congressman Seth Moulton and his Serve America political action committee, which helped with national fundraising. They included Army Ranger Jason Crow in Colorado, Navy veteran Gil Cisneros in California, Marine infantryman Jared Golden in Maine, and Army Captain Max Rose in New York.

In January 2018, Frelinghuysen, likely reading the shifting political landscape, announced his retirement. In November, Mikie soundly defeated the Republican nominee by more than 14.5 points. It was the largest partisan swing of any House race in the country that year.

“A THREAT TO ALL WE HAVE SWORN TO PROTECT”

“Sewell of Alabama,” the clerk of the House called out.

“Nancy Pelosi,” responded the Alabama congresswoman.

“Shalala,” the clerk called.

“Nancy Pelosi.”

“Sherman,” said the clerk.

“Nancy Pelosi.”

It was January 3, 2019, the opening day of the 116th Congress. The first order of business for any new Congress is electing a Speaker of the House, second in line to the presidency behind the vice president. At seventy-eight, Nancy Pelosi was poised to reclaim the gavel. She had first made history in 2007 as the nation’s first woman Speaker, holding the post until Republicans retook the House in 2010. Now, with Democrats back in the majority, her caucus largely rallied behind her.

Mikie had campaigned on the need for new leadership and promised her constituents she wouldn’t support Pelosi. Seventeen other Democrats in competitive districts had signed a letter pledging not to back her for Speaker. Pelosi could afford to lose only seventeen votes.

The daughter of a storied Baltimore mayor, Pelosi was known for her legislative mastery and long memory. Members who crossed her could find themselves relegated to backwater committees or cut off from party support. “Once you’re on her bad side,” one Democrat told a Roll Call reporter, “you don’t get off.”

As Pelosi worked the caucus to build more support, opposition thinned. By the time the house clerk reached Mikie’s name, only ten Democrats had broken ranks. Pelosi had the votes regardless of Mikie’s decision. Some of Mikie’s advisers urged her to be a team player and support Pelosi after all.

“Sherrill,” the clerk called.

“Cheri Bustos,” Mikie replied, naming a moderate from rural Illinois.

For Mikie, it was a matter of keeping her word—and understanding the new center of gravity in the caucus. While national attention in 2019 often focused on rising progressives in safe Democratic seats, such as freshman New York Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Pelosi’s majority depended in significant measure on newly elected veterans and national security candidates who had flipped red seats blue.

“The Most Important New Woman in Congress Is Not Who You Think,” read a February 2019 profile by Politico’s Michael Kruse. He wrote: “If there’s a Venn diagram of how Democrats wrested control of the House from Republicans—women, veterans, flipped districts in more affluent, more educated suburban terrain—smack at the center is Rebecca Michelle Sherrill.”

Recognizing the electoral importance of these frontline Democrats, Pelosi seemed to overlook some of their defections. She appointed Mikie and several others to coveted seats on the House Armed Services Committee.

Mikie had shown her independence with her first vote on her first day. It wouldn’t be long before she would take another stand that could jeopardize her nascent political career.

On the same day as the vote for Speaker, newly elected Congresswoman Rashida Tlaib made national headlines by declaring, “We’re gonna go in there and impeach the motherfucker!”

Mikie had her own concerns about Trump; challenging his policies and rhetoric was central to why she ran. But she was not predisposed to impeachment. “Impeachment to me is a very particular thing,” she said. “It’s going against the democratic will of the American people. It can undermine trust in our system.”

When the Justice Department released the redacted report of special counsel Robert Mueller in April 2019, it confirmed Russian interference in the 2016 election and outlined possible obstruction of justice, but it stopped short of accusing Trump of crimes. “The report comes out and everyone’s like, ‘There’s evidence of wrongdoing. We need to impeach him,’” Mikie recalls. “People were very angry with me, but my point was we needed to make a better case.”

By summer, criticism of Mikie from those on the political left had intensified. At one town hall meeting, constituents chanted “Impeach now,” insisting that Trump was “ten times worse than Nixon.” Others in her district urged restraint. Meanwhile, she noticed more troubling behavior from Trump: potential self-enrichment, questionable ties to Russia, and other “shades of wrongdoing,” as she put it.

In September 2019 the Washington Post reported that an intelligence community whistleblower had filed a complaint about a call Trump had with Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelenskyy. After Zelenskyy asked about buying more U.S. Javelin missiles to defend his nation against the possibility of escalating attacks from Russia, Trump replied, “I would like you to do us a favor, though,” and pressed him to investigate a conspiracy theory about the 2016 election, as well as the business dealings of Joe Biden’s son, Hunter.

Hunter Biden had served from 2014 to 2019 on the board of a Ukrainian energy company, reportedly earning $50,000 a month in compensation, including while his father was vice president. Multiple investigations later found no evidence that the vice president had acted improperly, but the arrangement fueled public concern about the appearance that Hunter had exploited proximity to political power for personal benefit.

Trump later described his exchange with Zelenskyy as a “perfect” phone call, but many others viewed Trump’s request for a “favor” as an attempt to leverage American military aid to damage a political rival.

“For many of us in the national security space, it was like, ‘Oh, I can talk about this,’” Mikie says. “He withheld weapons to force someone in a democratic election to manufacture evidence against his opponent. That crosses a red line.”

The Badasses’ text chain lit up.

“Elissa and Abigail and Elaine and Chrissy—we were all like, ‘Holy shit, this is an American president,’” Mikie recalled. “We’d been talking about what to do about other wrongdoing, but this hit, and we started to say, ‘I think we need to move toward impeachment.’”

Quietly, Mikie and six freshman colleagues—the Badasses and two of their fellow military veterans, Representatives Crow and Cisneros—began drafting an op-ed in a shared Google Doc, trading edits by text. After submitting it to the Washington Post, they alerted Pelosi. Mikie recalls that Pelosi seemed at ease with the effort. “She had been waiting for an inflection point to move the caucus, and this probably felt right to her. And it was probably a good wing of the party for it to come from.”

On September 23, the op-ed went live under the headline “These Allegations Are a Threat to All We Have Sworn to Protect.” The next day, Pelosi announced a formal impeachment inquiry, accusing Trump of a “betrayal of his oath of office.”

That evening, Mikie explained to a reporter that the moment felt to her like “a 1776 kind of fight.”

“If we somehow fail in conveying that to the country,” she said, “if we fail to bring America along with this, that feels . . . like a really big blow to our values. It feels like . . . a crack in the Constitution.”

Earlier, she had taken criticism from the left for not moving quickly enough on impeachment. Now the attacks came from the right. Her once-sedate town hall meetings grew rowdy, punctuated by boos and cheers. Mikie remembers her surprise when a woman waved off the allegations against Trump: “Mikie, everybody does that.”

The backlash against Mikie felt immediate and unrestrained.

“You should start looking for a new career, dope,” a Facebook commenter wrote on her public page.

“VOTE her OUT OF CONGRESS,” demanded another.

Mikie understood that the impeachment effort might prove to be “the final frontier,” as she put it. She took seriously her role as a frontline member who was critical to maintaining the Democrats’ House majority. But she felt that holding the president accountable was worth the risk of not being reelected.

“Too many people think the whole reason for them to be in Congress is to keep their seat,” she notes. “They say, ‘That’s a hard vote. Are you going to do it?’ And I’m just like, ‘I’ve done harder things than take a vote or make a statement.’”

On December 18, 2019, the House approved articles of impeachment on nearly party-line votes. The proceedings then moved to the Senate, which largely split along party lines. With Mitt Romney the lone Republican to vote to convict Trump on the charge of abuse of power, the Senate acquitted Trump.

As the 2020 election heated up, Mikie’s Republican opponent hammered her role in impeachment. “Investigations. Lies. A witch hunt. The radical left will stop at nothing to impeach President Trump,” an attack ad warned, splashing Mikie’s face next to grainy images of Pelosi and Ocasio-Cortez.

Mikie made her case, and on Election Day she won by 6.5 points.

“I still feel to this day, if that had worked out differently and we had successfully impeached him and I never was in Congress again, that would’ve been a great trade,” she says, adding with a laugh. “There’s probably a lot of Republicans that would now take that trade.”

“I MIGHT HAVE JUST RUINED MY POLITICAL CAREER”

Mikie had long respected Joe Biden’s character and commitment to public service. In her first race, the former vice president headlined a rally for her. “We desperately need . . . men and women of character,” he told the crowd. “Mikie gets it.”

After Biden’s victory over Trump in 2020—which included a nearly 16-point win in the Garden State—Mikie welcomed the chance, as part of the Democrats’ narrow majorities in both chambers, to partner with a Democratic president and advance major legislative priorities.

When largely partisan attacks about the octogenarian president’s mental decline picked up in 2023, Mikie didn’t dwell on them. Some reporters claimed Biden’s staff kept him unusually insulated, but she had never served under another Democratic administration and had no baseline for comparison. Whenever she needed help, members of the administration were accessible.

“I felt very well served by the Cabinet,” she recalls. “I didn’t need the President’s speed dial.”

At the March 2024 State of the Union, Biden delivered an energetic, hour-long address that reassured many Democrats. He sparred with Republicans, joked about his age, and reframed the question as a contrast with Trump. “The issue facing our nation isn’t how old we are,” he declared, “it’s how old are our ideas.” He lingered for half an hour afterward in the chamber, greeting well-wishers. Mikie left thinking, Oh, he’s fine.

Then came Biden’s debate with Trump, who was running to reclaim the presidency in 2024.

On June 27, Mikie and her friend and roommate Abigail Spanberger hopped on Capitol Hill e-scooters and rode to Congresswoman Lori Trahan’s house to watch the first Biden–Trump match-up. At a stop sign, a car pulled up uncomfortably close. Abigail, a former CIA officer, shot Mikie a cautious look. Then the passengers rolled down the window and yelled, “Oh my god, we love you!”

Minutes later, Mikie and her colleagues were the ones shouting, this time at the TV. Biden spoke so softly he was barely audible. He looked off into the distance. At one point, seemingly intending to say “We finally beat Big Pharma,” he stumbled and said, “We finally beat Medicare.”

“It was just a debacle,” Mikie recalls.

Across the country, Democrats melted down. Many believed they couldn’t beat Trump unless they replaced their nominee just months before voting. Others wanted to stick with Biden, at least in part because some were unsure that Vice President Kamala Harris or anyone else could win.

“This is done,” Mikie realized that night. Like many other Americans, after watching the debate, she no longer believed Biden could carry the campaign forward and lead the nation for another four years.

She wanted to issue a statement urging him to step aside. But members had just left Washington, and Democratic leader Hakeem Jeffries asked them to wait until the caucus could regroup.

“I was willing to give him some grace,” she says. “Great. Take a minute.” It seemed possible the Biden family simply needed time to absorb what had happened.

Instead, Biden’s inner circle closed ranks. They cast the debate as one bad night, blaming jet lag, a cold, overpreparation, even Trump’s supposed lies. Rather than put Biden out front, the White House focused on containing dissent and waiting out the storm.

To Mikie, the explanations rang hollow. She was stunned that Biden, who had framed Trump as a threat to democracy, seemed willing to gamble with the stakes.

And it didn’t feel like just one bad night. She was unsettled to learn that at a fundraiser at New Jersey Governor Phil Murphy’s home two days later, Biden used a teleprompter—normal for a State of the Union but unusual in a small room, especially for a president trying to show he could serve four more years.

She also kept replaying a moment from the recent Congressional Picnic at the White House, when she watched White House staff steer Abigail and her daughter away from the president rather than let them approach him. It had seemed odd then. After the debate, it felt like part of a pattern of staff insulating him from members of Congress.

“It’s so weird, human psychology,” Mikie says, observing how people “almost turn away from the hard things.” She was speaking about the difficulty of acknowledging aging. But it also described what she was seeing in her party: leaders avoiding the question now dividing Democrats. There was no consensus. If she spoke out, she would be taking a real risk.

“The good odds would say, ‘Don’t say anything,’” she adds. “Either he steps down and you can say, ‘That was the right choice.’ Or he doesn’t, and you can say, ‘I can’t believe others tried to push him out.’”

But how could she tell her constituents that Biden was up for the job when she no longer believed it?

“She likes to say the Navy taught her that you lead, follow, or get the hell out of the way,” Jason says. “And Mikie’s not someone who just stands there.”

Before Mikie went public, a few others chose to do so. On July 2, Texas Congressman Lloyd Doggett became the first Democrat in Washington to urge Biden to withdraw. Five others, including her fellow veteran Seth Moulton, soon followed.

On July 9, Mikie became the seventh.

“The stakes are too high, and the threat is too real to stay silent,” she said in a prepared statement. “I am asking that President Biden declare he won’t run for reelection and will help lead us toward a new nominee.”

The New Jersey Globe called her statement “startling,” noting that many of the state’s top Democrats, including some of her allies, were privately furious. Jersey City’s mayor, soon to be a candidate for governor, argued that Democrats should be “digging in” on behalf of Biden, not “creating chaos.”

“I think I might have just ruined my political career,” Mikie confided to one activist.

Others called to thank her and praised the move as courageous. Some scoffed at the characterization, wondering why she hadn’t come out earlier.

The next morning, Pelosi went on Morning Joe—a show Biden reportedly watched frequently—and said, “It’s up to the president to decide if he is going to run. Time is running short.” Pelosi’s phrasing shocked Washington, and was widely interpreted as a plea for him to step aside.

By the time Biden stunned the country on July 21 by dropping out and endorsing Harris, thirty-seven Democrats in Congress had publicly urged him to leave the race.

When Trump won a second term that November against Vice President Harris, Mikie was devastated. Trump performed better in New Jersey than any Republican presidential candidate since 1992. Despite the Republican inroads in the Garden State, Mikie continued to demonstrate her electoral strength. While Harris carried Mikie’s district by almost 9 points, Mikie won reelection by 14.7 percent.

TAKING TRENTON

Entering her fourth term in Congress, Mikie had been named the most effective legislator in New Jersey’s House delegation—and one of the twenty most effective House Democrats overall—by the nonpartisan Center for Effective Lawmaking. She’d helped pass the bipartisan PACT Act, expanding care for veterans exposed to toxic burn pits, and secured federal backing for numerous national security measures, technology initiatives, and state priorities. Chief among them was the Gateway Tunnel, a long-delayed $16 billion rail project connecting New Jersey and New York City.

Many commentators spoke of her future in glowing terms, with some insisting she had “no ceiling.” In Hearts Touched with Fire: How Great Leaders Are Made, former presidential adviser David Gergen called her a rising star who was “already changing our political discourse.” Even a Republican mayor in New Jersey admitted he was “starstruck” by Mikie.

After six years in Congress, though, Mikie felt hemmed in by the limits of national lawmaking. In the House, the minority had little opportunity to advance policy, while the majority brought its own frustrations: Democratic seniority rules that diminished the influence of younger Democratic members, and a grinding dysfunction that often paralyzed the chamber regardless of who was in charge.

By contrast, a governorship would give her real executive authority over budgets, appointments, and the machinery of state government. The timing mattered, too. Trump’s second term threatened to upend federal policy in areas Mikie cared about, especially health care, clean energy, and education.

She weighed personal considerations as well. The House’s unpredictable schedule left little reliable family time, and she wanted to be around more, especially as her daughter Marit navigated middle school. Serving as governor would give her more control and end the weekly commute to Washington.

The timing would also place her race alongside that of her friend Abigail Spanberger, who had already cleared the Democratic field to run in Virginia, the only other state holding a gubernatorial election in 2025. The two had entered Congress together as mothers with national security backgrounds, become roommates in Washington, and grown into close confidants. Just weeks after Trump’s election, declaring that she was “on a mission to get things done for New Jersey,” Mikie launched her campaign.

Together, the contests in New Jersey and Virginia would serve as early tests of how Trump’s second term was reshaping the electorate ahead of the 2026 midterms, when Democrats hoped to retake at least one chamber of Congress.

The contests carried other implications for Mikie’s party. Still reeling from their 2024 electoral defeat, Democrats were split between reviving their confrontational posture of Trump’s first term and adopting a more conciliatory approach. Mikie resisted ideological labels, but she knew many saw her as part of a moderate, coalition-building wing. She hoped not only to challenge Trump’s vision but also to model an approach that would attract independent-minded voters rather than alienate them.

First, though, she had to win a primary crowded with formidable Democrats, all eager to move into Drumthwacket, the tongue-twisting name of the governor’s mansion outside Trenton. Her opponents included a fellow member of the House, the mayors of Newark and Jersey City, the president of the New Jersey State Senate, and the head of the New Jersey Education Association, whose union would pour $40 million into his candidacy.

Mikie entered the race as the frontrunner, holding a modest single-digit lead in early polling. That status helped with media attention and some endorsements, but it also made her the main target for her rivals. The Democratic base seemed to be fracturing into open revolt, with pundits describing a “Democratic Tea Party” ready to tear things down, much as the Republican Tea Party had after Barack Obama’s election.

Mikie had broken with her party on key votes often enough to defy the easy label of an establishment figure. But she was measured by temperament and wary of performative outrage. In a political moment that rewarded confrontation, several of her primary opponents appeared positioned to channel the anger many Democratic voters felt toward politics itself.

Despite the prevailing winds, Mikie stayed true to her own voice. As electricity and other basic costs spiked in the nation’s eleventh most populous state, she focused on making life more affordable and strongly opposed Trump’s policies—especially tariffs that hit local businesses. She emphasized strategic investments such as the Gateway Tunnel project, which she argued would spur long-term economic growth. And she highlighted the importance of leadership and public service.

A month out from the primary, one New Jersey outlet declared that “the race could still be anyone’s to win.”

Less than forty minutes after the polls closed, however, the primary was called for Mikie. In a six-way race, she had won fifteen of New Jersey’s twenty-one counties and secured 34 percent of the vote. Recalling George Washington’s words after crossing the Delaware River during the American Revolution, a jubilant Mikie told supporters with a smile, “Fix the bayonets, I’m resolved to take Trenton!”

Standing in her way in the general election was the Republican nominee, Jack Ciattarelli, a telegenic entrepreneur and former state assemblyman making his third run for governor. In 2021, he had come within 3 points of unseating Governor Phil Murphy.

Once cast as a pragmatic, business-friendly suburban Republican who called Trump a “charlatan” in 2016, Ciattarelli had repositioned himself to appeal to the party’s Trump-aligned base. His rhetoric and policies increasingly echoed themes that motivated Trump’s supporters, including calls to crack down on “sanctuary cities” and place limits on transgender athletes in school sports.

Ciattarelli had some New Jersey history working for him. No Democratic governor in the state had been succeeded by another Democrat since 1961. An affordable-housing crisis, high state and local taxes, and rising electricity bills had helped sour voters on Murphy, the two-term Democratic incumbent. Murphy’s approval rating hovered around 35 percent. Once reliably blue, New Jersey had given Harris only a 6-point margin in 2024. Pundits started wondering if it was going purple, or even red.

Six weeks before the election, reports emerged that the National Archives had released a largely unredacted version of Mikie’s military records to an ally of Ciattarelli’s, a violation of multiple privacy laws. The documents included her Social Security number, home addresses for her and her parents, and performance evaluations. The archives called it an oversight; Mikie’s campaign blamed the Trump administration.

A bipartisan group of veterans led by Texas Republican Congressman—and Naval Academy graduate—Jake Ellzey called for an official inquiry, which the archives’ inspector general soon launched. In an era of rising political violence, including attacks at the homes of Pelosi and Pennsylvania governor Josh Shapiro, the release of such personal information was a troubling breach.

“To see the government weaponized like that was chilling,” Mikie says.

But Mikie was most angered when the attacks extended to her two oldest children, Maggie and Lincoln. Despite reservations about the military having been pulled into America’s culture wars under Trump, she was proud that two of her kids had chosen to follow in her and Jason’s footsteps, and that they had earned their nominations to the academy based on merit. Maggie had also persevered through an additional year at the Naval Academy Preparatory School, a one-year program where selected candidates complete intensive physical and academic preparation, often in math and engineering, before entering the Naval Academy.

“There’s a reason that we don’t have wealthy people clamoring to get their kids into these service academies,” Mikie notes. “They are hard. You might even give your life for your country.”

“Just about every veteran that’s run for office recently has been directly attacked for their service,” observes Mikie, citing attacks on former presidential candidates John McCain and John Kerry, both highly decorated Vietnam combat veterans. “I had decided that no matter what they tried to attack me on, I was going to go full bore after them. Because I’m very proud that I’ve served this country, and so to somehow try to make everybody who runs with a record of service—to make that into a liability—I find offensive.”

Her campaign hit back hard. “They broke the law to attack a veteran. Just think what Jack Ciattarelli might do to you,” one ad warned. Mikie opened a second line of attack, accusing Ciattarelli, who had once run a medical education publishing company, of taking money from opioid manufacturers to print propaganda that “killed tens of thousands of people.” Ciattarelli threatened to sue for defamation. Mikie’s campaign kept hammering, referring to Ciattarelli as “Opioid Jack.”

Heading into October, the race tightened. Where some pundits had once hailed Mikie as a model for Democrats, others now derided her campaign as “milquetoast.” They criticized some of her lawyerly answers as “word-salad” and warned that support among usually reliable voters was slipping. Michael Kruse, the Politico journalist who had dubbed her “the Most Important New Woman in Congress” in 2018, now wrote that she “should be winning this race going away—and she’s not.” A late October poll showed her up by just a single point. Analysts spoke of a “razor-thin” race.

Was the approach she’d helped pioneer in 2018 already obsolete? In a country boiling with anger after Trump’s shock reelection, did the steadiness that had once made Mikie a formidable candidate now make her seem too sedate, too out of step with the disgust and despair so many New Jerseyans were feeling? Would she have to alter her message or adjust her priorities to earn more votes?

Shutting out the noise, her campaign remained consistent and confident. Their internal polling showed Mikie with a solid lead.

“Mikie ran the race her way,” says her onetime campaign manager turned adviser Mollie Binotto. “Based on her values, her strengths, to show people who she was and what kind of leader she would be.”

Election Day dawned on November 4, 2025, with a series of bomb threats to polling locations in a handful of New Jersey’s most populous counties. Authorities quickly determined that the threats weren’t credible, but they impeded voting at a number of polling sites and served as an illustration of a nation on edge.

As evening fell, Mikie’s supporters began to fill a ballroom in the East Brunswick Hilton. Large chandeliers hung from the ceiling like inverted pyramids. An American flag stretched the length of the stage. Network correspondents jabbered away on camera, trying to fill airtime until the polls closed. Guests nursed bottles of beer and nibbled on chicken tenders as they waited for the polls to close and the numbers to roll in. Dignitaries in suits mingled with supporters sporting I AM UNION shirts and slogans referencing Mikie’s ubiquitous helicopter pilot biography: LET’S LAND this.

Less than two hours after the polls closed, it was clear Mikie had won in a landslide. The final tally gave her a 14.5-point margin of victory.

Every county in New Jersey had shifted more Democratic, several by roughly 20 points or more. In 2024, Trump came within 6 points of carrying the state in part because Latino voters had swung sharply toward Republicans. Mikie flipped nearly one in five of Trump’s Latino voters.

Virginia confirmed the trend. Abigail Spanberger swept to victory by nearly 15.5 points.

Inspired by Mikie and Abigail’s wins—and galvanized by what they saw as the threat Trump posed to American democracy—a new cohort of Democratic women veterans had announced they would run for Congress in 2026. They called themselves the Hell Cats, a tribute to the first all-woman Marine unit. One was a West Point grad with six overseas deployments and three Bronze Stars; two were Marines. Running in the district next door to Mikie’s old seat was Rebecca Bennett, another former Navy helicopter pilot and working mother.

It was a “very good week for Navy helicopter pilots in New Jersey,” jokes Bennett, who had consulted Mikie for advice during her own campaign. “Mikie and that whole class of women—I really look up to and admire them quite a bit. I very much hope to follow in their footsteps.”

A beaming Mikie took the stage in a blue blazer, flanked by her children and Jason, whom she thanked for being an extraordinary partner “through four kids, two dogs, a hamster, numerous goldfish, five campaigns, an insurrection, and two impeachments.”

For Mikie, the hotel ballroom felt a long way from reciting rates from Reef Points in the Yard. But she couldn’t help harkening back to those early days. “When I was eighteen, I raised my hand and I swore to defend the Constitution,” she told the roaring crowd. “That moment defines me.”

In the summer of 1990, alongside more than a thousand other young Americans at the Naval Academy, Mikie raised her right hand and swore the Oath of Office:


I . . . do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God.



It was the same commitment her grandfather had made before flying bombing runs over Germany and Nazi-occupied France, and the same words her son and daughter spoke together in the Yard in the summer of 2025.

It had sustained her on a heaving vessel off the Carolinas as she resuscitated a fellow midshipman. It had guided her past prejudice and into the cockpit, the courtroom, and Congress. It had helped her stand up to powerful leaders in both parties, fortified by the knowledge that she had done, and would do, harder things than take a vote or make a statement. Now it would carry her forward as the fifty-seventh governor of New Jersey, responsible for 9.5 million Americans—her new shipmates.




SENATOR TODD YOUNG
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“Prefer the Hard”
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Mud caked Todd Young’s elbows. Sweat stung his eyes. Halfway through another low crawl at Marine Corps Base Quantico, cradling his rifle through the muck, he saw why some of the candidates around him were falling away—and why he was not.

“The warrior ethos really took hold with me,” Todd says. “I wanted to be a warrior and be in the elements and go through hard things with a handful of other hardened people who were also looking for life challenges.”

At The Basic School in Quantico, Virginia, where all newly commissioned Marines train to become officers, he’d pushed himself like a man possessed, sprinting up hills until his lungs burned and humping fifty-pound packs for miles on end while his shoulders screamed. He was lean, fast, and lethal, a rifle platoon commander in waiting.

Except the battles never came.

Todd graduated into the peacetime lull of the late 1990s, that decade of American hegemony between Desert Storm in Iraq and 9/11. The Marine Corps was full of warriors without wars. After a few years monitoring drone footage along the southern border, Todd’s next orders sent him not overseas but back to where he’d grown up: the American Midwest.

A cum laude graduate of the Naval Academy, Todd was assigned to recruiter duty, leading the officer selection team in Chicago and northwest Indiana. Instead of hunting violent extremists in the Horn of Africa, he found himself bending the ears of bored English majors.

Fit and focused, people occasionally remarked that Captain Young looked like the actor David Keith in An Officer and a Gentleman. Each morning, he would iron his brown service uniform, pin on his ribbons, and head to a college campus to buttonhole students. The University of Chicago. Northwestern. Notre Dame.

Once or twice a month, he’d swing by a career fair, drape a folding table with a red tablecloth stamped with the eagle, globe, and anchor, and wait. Sometimes he set up a pull-up bar, where a few young men might knock out a few reps to show off for their friends. Other times it was just Todd and a stack of brochures.

“It was Sales 101,” he says. Todd pitched honor, brotherhood, and merit. He also sold the prospect of adventure, the kind he’d trained for but wasn’t getting. It was not the Marine Corps he had envisioned. But it was a test nonetheless—of patience, humility, and endurance.

“Disaggregated from the fun,” Todd reflects, “from the jumping out of airplanes, from the adventure, disaggregated from all the stuff I was selling as a recruiter, do you believe in the pure, unadulterated service dimension of it? Are you prepared to wake up every day and be a really effective Marine Corps officer even if you don’t feel like a Marine?”

Todd began to realize that service meant more than combat. He saw that the corps was built not just on glory but on grit, on Marines willing to show up, day after day, to do the unglamorous work that kept the machine ready should a siren sound somewhere around the world.

“There are martial virtues, which we celebrate, which we venerate, which many of us males, especially in our culture, would like to associate ourselves with,” Todd continues. “And then there are the dull virtues. These are the ancient virtues. The Stoic virtues. It’s respecting authority. If someone of authority tells you to do something—even something that you might not understand—you’ve got to be helpful.”

Though he never loved the job, he leaned into it. He visited more schools. Talked to more young people. Learned to read the eyes of a skeptical undergrad and find the spark that might turn curiosity into conviction. Pushed himself to keep going even when he wanted to quit. He even earned an MBA at the University of Chicago on the side.

“That was by far the hardest point in my life,” Todd says.

Harder than running for Congress as a virtual unknown with a pair of newborn twins in tow. Harder than trying to be a serious bipartisan legislator when algorithms fed misinformation into the American bloodstream and the entire political universe seemed oriented toward conflict and outrage.

But the young captain offered words of wisdom to the students who came by his table, as he tried to persuade them to trade the prospect of a job in the booming 1990s economy for the grunt work of the corps. It was a mantra that got him through the drudgery of recruitment duty, and one that would continue to guide him, decades later, through late nights in a divided and toxic Washington.

Three words that summed up Todd Young’s ethos: “Prefer the Hard.”

BULLDOG

As a quietly ambitious kid, Todd kept a Booker T. Washington quote taped to his bedroom mirror:


The achievement of a man is measured not by where he starts out in life, nor by where he ends up, but by the distance he travels in between.



Todd started life in Lancaster, Pennsylvania—“inconveniently,” he jokes, “for an Indiana politician.” His father, Bruce, sold industrial trash compactors until the company went under. He and Todd’s mother, Nancy, were high school sweethearts at North Central High School in Indianapolis. Their family roots in the Hoosier State stretched back more than five generations. When Bruce lost his job, they moved back home, eventually settling in the Indianapolis suburb of Carmel with their three kids, Scott, Todd, and Christine.

Todd’s parents were as involved in their children’s lives as any parents of three could be. The Young household was tight-knit, marked by routine, playful competition, and mischief. The siblings shared a strong bond, even if youthful disagreements sometimes escalated, as they often do.

“We’re no worse for the wear,” Todd laughs.

Nancy was sweet, quiet, and reflective, a nurse who, Todd suspects, would have become a medical doctor in a different era. She stayed at home when the kids were young, before returning to nursing to help pay the bills. Later, she had successful stints selling real estate and therapeutic beds for burn patients.

Bruce was an uber-extrovert, according to Todd—the life of every party. A thespian and fraternity brother at Indiana University, he loved a crowd and thrived on competition, whether on the tennis court or in business. He eventually founded and ran a small business selling industrial equipment, such as boilers and temperature controls. Todd worked there as a janitor, vacuuming carpets and emptying ashtrays for what he wryly calls “sub-market wages.” Todd jokes that cleaning toilets was good training for the U.S. Senate.

“Politicians oftentimes will compete over who grew up in the smallest log cabin,” says Todd. “I feel guilty about ever doing that. I had a great family. We weren’t rich, but we grew up in comfortable, securely middle-class circumstances. We had some lean Christmases, we had some good Christmases. I lived in a community where I saw and felt the support of a lot of close families. Neighbors took care of neighbors.”

To Bruce Young, that was America: a country where community mattered, and opportunity abounded.

“He believed deeply that we live in the best country in the world,” says Todd. “He believed in the possibilities. It was an uncomplicated, very emotional connection to the country. He didn’t want that view clouded by uncomfortable competing narratives.”

As the more reserved middle child—curious about history and full of questions—Todd sometimes challenged that sunny certainty. But he also absorbed his dad’s unshakable belief in the American promise.

His parents were one major influence in his life. Soccer was the other.

The sport found Todd when he was a small but hard-charging kid of five or six. He started playing at a local group known as the Carmel Dads Club and never stopped. To this day, he’s still capable of putting a mean scissor kick into the net, though he mostly lives vicariously through his fifteen-year-old daughter’s JV team.

He’d invite friends over to play in his yard, practicing Pelé’s iconic bicycle kick. On the traveling club team, he’d play sweeper, the last line of defense before the goalkeeper, barking assignments and directing teammates. Later, he played forward on the Carmel High School team that won Indiana’s state championship in 1987. At night, he slept with a ball beside him and dreamed of the U.S. national team.

“I loved playing,” Todd reflects. “It’s all I did all day growing up. It taught me that if you practice a particular discipline, you may not be the very best, but you can get pretty good.”

His dad, never much of an athlete, was his loudest fan. Teammates still remember Bruce Young cheering on the team from the sidelines: “LET’S GO, STING!”

“My dad loved it when I’d get aggressive,” Todd says.

During one club match in Bloomington, Todd chased down an opposing player on a breakaway. He had two choices: “take the professional foul or let him go.” He grabbed the kid’s jersey with both hands and yanked him to the ground. Todd got a yellow card for the play. He also got a new nickname: Bulldog.

That love of what Pelé called the “beautiful game” would soon change his life. At sixteen, flipping through Soccer America magazine, Todd spotted a story about the U.S. Naval Academy team qualifying for the NCAA Tournament.

“There were pictures of these guys with their high-and-tight haircuts looking fit, and I just thought, That would be a challenge,” he told one reporter.

His parents assumed he’d attend Indiana University or Purdue. But Todd wanted to play Division I, and he wasn’t good enough for Indiana’s powerhouse program. His grades didn’t quite meet the Naval Academy’s standards either, but that didn’t stop him. He began writing Greg Myers, the Navy coach, sending letter after letter, along with his highlight tape.

“‘Dear Coach, perhaps you overlooked my letter,’” Todd remembers writing. “‘Dear Coach, I wanted to follow up on my recent letter . . .’”

Todd never got an answer. So one day he convinced his dad to drive nine and a half hours east on I-70 to visit Annapolis. Somewhere along the way, they stopped and called Coach Myers.

“Hey, Coach, this is Todd Young.”

A pause.

“Todd who? Oh—the guy who keeps sending the letters!”

Myers agreed to meet. When a soccer recruit dropped out soon after, the coach remembered the kid from Indiana who had flooded his mailbox and driven halfway across the country to make his case.

Todd received an offer: a spot at the Naval Academy Preparatory School, a one-year program to prepare future midshipmen for the academic and military rigors of the Naval Academy.

“I wasn’t thrilled with the extra year of school,” he recalled in an Indianapolis Star profile. “But you’re telling me I could play soccer and had a guaranteed spot in Annapolis if I could get through prep school? I can do that.”

THE BASTARD CHILDREN OF THE WING

Todd’s parents were proud, of course. Few Americans were more patriotic than Bruce and Nancy Young. But aside from one of Todd’s grandfathers serving in North Africa during World War II, the family had little connection to the military. They didn’t really know what he was signing up for.

“I had to tell them what the service academy was,” Todd remembers. “‘It’s a college. It’s a proper college. It’s actually a pretty prestigious college.’”

He arrived at the Naval Academy Preparatory School—NAPS—in the fall of 1990, one of over three hundred “NAPSters” filling low brick buildings that overlook Narragansett Bay in Newport, Rhode Island. That winter, U.S. bombers pounded Iraq as the Gulf War began. Next door, senior officers studied strategy at the Naval War College.

Todd had attended good public schools and been a solid student, but NAPS was another world.

“I was ill-equipped when I arrived there, and I was a bit intimidated by the competition,” he recalls. “It was very intense.”

Students took placement tests to determine the difficulty of their course load. Coaches often advised athletes to aim low, stay on the easier track, and protect their admission to the academy. Todd didn’t listen.

“They were the first tests I took in the military, and I wanted to shine,” he says.

His placement scores landed him in the most rigorous sections. He found himself cramming math and the hard sciences and programming computers on green-screen terminals. For someone who considers himself “more of an arts and letters guy,” it was brutal.

To earn admission to the Naval Academy, NAPS students needed to graduate with at least a 2.0 GPA. After months of wrestling with calculus and chemistry, Todd’s average slipped below the cutoff.

He was summoned before an academic board to plead his case. Facing a “battery of very intimidating people,” he delivered what he later called one of the best presentations of his life. They gave him another chance. His final GPA was 2.056.

Todd arrived in Annapolis in 1991, though his soccer dreams ended largely on the bench. He joined the triathlon club instead, pushing his legs and lungs until he could run three miles in under seventeen minutes. He considered it training for what he hoped would be his warfare specialty: the Navy SEALs.

Ironically for a midshipman, he realized he didn’t love ships. Piloting held no appeal. While he respected aviators, life in a cockpit didn’t offer the physical activity he craved.

The SEALs did. That was living the warrior ethos. He’d come across a Life magazine article on the SEALs, and the images of mud-smeared faces in the midst of impossible endurance tests were embedded in his imagination.

The path to joining the SEALs appeared to be clear. Class rank largely determined service selection: get good grades, pass the intense summer “mini-BUD/S” program, and avoid demerits. A shot at the SEALs would follow. Todd was determined to follow the process precisely.

“I worked my tail off,” he says. He did everything asked of him. He went from nearly flunking out of NAPS to graduating from Annapolis with honors and signing a seven-year service commitment.

Then, entering his senior year, the ground shifted. For the first time in generations, Navy leadership altered the SEAL selection process, making billets contingent on an interview. To Todd, it felt like a popularity contest, and he was not selected.

Crushed, he requested feedback. Had he answered something incorrectly? What were the criteria, and could he have known them in advance so he could have been better prepared? The officer in charge apologized. He acknowledged the process was flawed and had amounted to what the officer described as a “pizza-and-beer session,” in which SEALs talked through the names they liked and made decisions. The officer promised that the academy would professionalize the process going forward. But for Todd, the decision was final.

“To this day, it shapes how I think about systems, bureaucracies, and leadership,” Todd concludes thirty years later. “There’s a responsibility, if you change the rules, to treat people fairly. It made me far more empathetic toward people who feel they weren’t treated fairly, who are going through dark periods, or who have lost faith in institutions, or in other people.”

The experience forced a recalibration. Todd chose another path: a commission in the U.S. Marine Corps.

He became an air intelligence officer, serving in an unmanned aerial vehicle squadron. Drones were still curiosities then, not yet the future of warfare.

“We were kind of regarded as the bastard children of the wing,” Todd recalls.

Based out of Cherry Point, North Carolina, he led a small team of Marines who monitored the southern border from a dark operations room. The team tracked smugglers and logged coordinates. Under the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878, Marines couldn’t engage in domestic law enforcement. When the Marine cameras caught something useful, the team couldn’t even touch the tape. Someone from the Coast Guard had to come and physically collect it.

After Cherry Point and his recruiting tour in Chicago, Todd completed his active-duty service. He left the Marines in 2000 with an honorable discharge as a captain.

His time in the Marines had been different than he’d imagined, but formative nonetheless. He’d learned discretion, judgment, and patience. He’d met some of the best people he knew. In the political campaigns to come, he’d introduce himself the same way, over and over—not out of vanity, but out of discipline: “Hoosier Marine.”

FIRE IN THE BELLY

One day in late 2008, sitting at a restaurant in Bloomington, Todd grabbed a napkin and sketched a rough outline of Indiana’s Ninth Congressional District.

“Todd kind of squiggled it out,” recalls Jeff Wuslich, a friend who became an integral part of his first campaign. “He was like, ‘These are the few spots that are really key. We hit here, here, and here. We’ve got some friends here. We got some friends there. This is the plan.’ He was very passionate.”

By then, Todd had been out of the Marines for eight years. He spent a transformative year at the University of London, where he wrote a master’s thesis on Midwestern agriculture and served as a student representative to Margaret Thatcher, the “Iron Lady” who reshaped British politics in the 1980s. “Her ideals were conservative,” he later wrote about Thatcher, “but her governing philosophy was pragmatic. She was interested in the policies and approaches that worked.”

He had seen that same pragmatism in Richard Lugar, the long-time Indiana Republican senator and Navy veteran whose staff Todd joined in 2001 after leaving active duty. Lugar had been struck by the young Hoosier, whom he would later call “very politically adept.” As a serious runner who expected his staff to join him on runs, Lugar also appreciated Todd’s 5K time, which Todd made sure to mention in his interview.

Though Todd never sought formal mentors, Lugar’s approach to politics left a deep impression on him. “Dick Lugar was never a populist, flame-throwing politician. He was a soft-spoken man, cerebral,” Todd said on a podcast. “I learned from him the importance of building trusted, positive relationships with people on all sides of the political aisle . . . the importance of being authentic and true to yourself in a profession known for sort of blowhards.”

After a couple of years working on energy policy for Lugar, Todd returned to Indiana. He volunteered on Mitch Daniels’s successful campaign for governor, advising on energy and veterans’ issues.

Outside that policy and political work, though, Todd struggled to find his footing. By this time he was a former Marine officer with an MBA and a master’s in American politics, overqualified for entry-level positions but lacking the expertise for more senior ones.

“People didn’t know what to do with me,” he says.

At times, he confesses, he wished he’d just gone to Indiana University instead of the Naval Academy. Eventually, though, he landed a job as a management consultant—“the best job I ever had,” he says, “aside from being a senator.” Consulting reminded him of the Marines: a small team, a clear mission, and room for creativity. It appealed to his intellectual curiosity as much as his results orientation, and to his enduring interest in public service, as many of his clients were state and local governments.

A self-described glutton for punishment and meticulous planner, he decided during this time to add a law degree to his bachelor’s, master’s, and business degrees. While taking night classes at Indiana University’s law school—where he led the school’s chapter of the Federalist Society, the prominent conservative legal organization—a classmate suggested that he meet her older sister, Jenny Tucker.

“My sister is vice chairman of the Orange County Indiana Republican Party,” Todd recalls her saying. “I think you guys might get along.”

Jenny was a practicing attorney, politically active, and the niece of former Vice President Dan Quayle. She and Todd met. Two years later, they married.

Todd became part of Jenny’s small family firm and then joined her as an assistant deputy prosecutor. In 2007, frustrated by what he viewed as Washington’s excessive spending, he founded an advocacy group with a catchy acronym: the National Organization for People vs. Irresponsible Government Spending—NO PIGS.

Despite his long-standing interest in politics, government, and history, Todd initially didn’t imagine running for office himself. But as he grew more active in local Republican circles, others began to notice his résumé: a military veteran with business and legal experience. They encouraged him to run.

The idea also stirred a competitive instinct, shaped by his time in uniform.

“You’d find somebody around you who you feel is weaker than you,” he says. “And you think at some level, If that person can do it, I can do it.”

It wasn’t an easy environment for an aspiring Republican hopeful. Todd and Jenny had settled in Bloomington, a liberal college town known by some as “the People’s Republic of Indiana.” The surrounding Ninth Congressional District had been held by Democrats for all but two years since 1965. And though it was usually a reliably red state, Indiana had narrowly gone for Barack Obama just a year earlier. Democratic congressman Baron Hill had won reelection in the Ninth District by nearly 20 points.

Todd says he lacked two critical elements to run a successful campaign: “a net worth and a network.” Aside from volunteering on Daniels’s gubernatorial race, he had little campaign experience. He didn’t have deep relationships with county Republican chairs or party activists, either. “He was very much an outsider coming in,” Wuslich recalls of Todd’s first campaign. And at home, he and Jenny had two young children.

“There were a lot of things that—had I known how to read a race—would not analytically have made sense,” Todd says. “In fact, I had some very thoughtful people I got to know through Young Republicans tell me this wasn’t probably achievable.”

But Todd did have one thing: “Fire in the belly.”

To this day, it’s the quality he looks for in anyone who seeks his advice on running for office.

“Can you live with yourself if you pass on it?” he’ll ask. “Or will you always look back and say, ‘What if?’ Because in this country where not every dream is realized, not every situation is fair, but anything is possible, I think the two most dispiriting words in the United States are ‘What if?’”

In 2009, at age thirty-six, Todd decided he wasn’t willing to let that question linger. Barely one week after Obama’s inauguration, with the new president’s approval soaring to nearly 70 percent, Todd filed to run for Congress. It was an unusually early start, but he had a lot of ground to cover.

“I just jumped in,” he says. “I had no idea really what I was doing.”

He borrowed a military metaphor to describe his approach. The campaign would have to “live off the land,” he told his ragtag team. He leaned on volunteers like Wuslich and advised the team to bring their own snacks and printer paper to the campaign office.

Todd was still practicing law, tapping out briefs on his laptop at Subway restaurants and taking breaks to call potential donors. As if a job, a campaign, and two kids weren’t enough, he showed up at a fundraiser one day and informed his team that he’d just come from the doctor: Jenny was pregnant again.

“We ended up having twins a couple of months before the primary in a highly contested election. I would not recommend that,” Todd deadpans.

Initially, his main primary opponent was a libertarian-minded real estate investor. Then Mike Sodrel entered the race. A millionaire trucking magnate making his fifth straight run to represent the Ninth District, Sodrel had served one term in Congress a few years earlier, the lone interruption in half a century of Democratic control. A self-funder and major local employer, he had deep ties to the district from his earlier campaigns.

Challenging the Democratic incumbent, Baron Hill, would be hard enough. Now Todd would have to beat a formidable opponent in the primary just to get to the general election.

“There was this fork-in-the-road moment,” Todd says. “I had to decide—did I just want to show well? Or did I really want to throw punches as they were thrown at me? Knowing that the odds were stacked against me, and I felt as though I was working so hard, I wasn’t sure I’d have the fire in the belly to do all this again. And we just went all in.”

Todd and his team made themselves a promise: Nobody would outwork them.

Month after month, Todd drove himself around a district larger than Connecticut, making fundraising calls and stopping at GOP dinners and Rotary Clubs to shake hands and collect business cards. His chariot was a Jeep littered with Taco Bell wrappers and a Marine license plate bolted to the front.

“He was driving that thing into the ground,” says Wuslich, who joined him on many trips. “I remember we had to get new tires, maybe even a new engine. We were putting some miles on that thing.”

Politics can be fickle. Within a month of Obama taking office, the CNBC reporter Rick Santelli went viral for a rant against the administration’s plan to bail out millions of homeowners facing foreclosure from the financial crisis that had begun months earlier. He called for a “tea party” like the one that preceded the American Revolution. Within weeks, a Tea Party movement sprang up across the country, its members railing against taxes, debt, and bailouts. At a protest on April 15, 2009, more than two thousand Hoosiers rallied at the statehouse, waving yellow DON’T TREAD ON ME flags and signs reading ENOUGH!

In some ways, Todd was a natural fit for the Tea Party. Wasn’t this what NO PIGS had been all about? Yet he was also a serious, level-headed candidate in a season of fury toward Democrats and government itself. The protestors hoisting placards of the president with a Hitler mustache likely weren’t eager to back a former staffer for Richard Lugar, whose distinguished career of bipartisan service in the Senate had included mentoring a young Barack Obama.

What he lacked in ideological fervor, Todd made up for in endurance. The night before the primary, he decided to stay up for twenty-four hours straight meeting voters. Few were awake to greet him, and those working the graveyard shift weren’t eager to chat. But he made his point. He was still grinding as the sun rose.

Victory seemed so remote that Todd’s finance staffer had already lined up another job. But on election night, Todd pulled off a squeaker, winning with 34 percent of the vote. Sodrel, the former congressman, took 30 percent, just behind Todd’s other opponent.

Todd had indeed outworked everyone. Now he just had to knock off a popular incumbent.

Baron Hill, his Democratic opponent, had served eight years in the Indiana statehouse and another decade in the U.S. House as a leader of the moderate “Blue Dog” Coalition. In basketball-crazed Indiana, it didn’t hurt that Hill had been a high school All-American and was a member of the Indiana Basketball Hall of Fame.

“Baron was a talented guy,” Todd acknowledges. “A tough competitor.”

After Todd’s upset victory in the primary, Republican leaders began to notice the upstart from Bloomington. They added him to their Young Guns program, marking him as one of the party’s top challengers nationwide. Money started to flow in.

The Tea Party movement continued to gather momentum. Todd hammered Hill over his votes for Obama’s $787 billion economic stimulus package, the Democrats’ cap-and-trade climate bill, and the Affordable Care Act—all of which the movement’s base despised. The backlash helped propel Todd to a decisive 10-point victory.

In the 2010 midterms, Republicans picked up sixty-three seats in the House—their largest gain in more than seventy years. They retook the chamber, added six Senate seats, and flipped eleven governor’s mansions. A chastened Obama called it a “shellacking.”

“I was lucky,” Todd reflected on a podcast. “That I worked really hard, that I built that team, that I started bringing in money at the right time, that the Tea Party movement hit. And so because of every ounce of energy I’d put into that race—and I needed it in the end—I won.”

Todd Young was going to Congress, part of the largest freshman Republican class in history, determined to halt what they saw as Democratic overreach. It was a heady moment.

But the fury that had swept him into office wasn’t going away. Many of his new colleagues and constituents were still angry—angry at Obama and the Democrats, angry at elites, angry at government programs they saw as rewarding the undeserving, angry at feeling pressured to be “politically correct.”

If Todd hoped to survive in Washington—and work across party lines to actually get things done—he would have to learn to navigate that anger without being consumed by it.

YOUNG AND RESTLESS

Todd had barely unpacked his boxes when analysts and government officials began warning that gridlock in Congress might trigger a global economic collapse.

The new congressman had hoped to focus on helping his constituents and tackling serious policy work. But as he tried to move the ball on projects like auditing the Pentagon, he was repeatedly pulled into the dysfunction between Congress and the White House.

By the summer of 2011, two words had come to dominate Washington: debt ceiling.

It was a routine procedural vote allowing the Treasury to pay bills Congress had already approved. For nearly a century, both parties had raised the debt ceiling dozens of times without controversy.

But that summer, the vote became a weapon. House Republicans threatened to block an increase unless the White House agreed to deep spending cuts. For the first time in modern history, the full faith and credit of the United States was at risk.

Markets trembled. Ratings agencies warned that the country’s credit could be downgraded. One former U.S. treasury secretary called it “financial Armageddon.”

Tea Party Republicans shrugged.

Todd was a fiscal conservative, not a bomb thrower. When the White House and Republican leadership struck a deal to end the standoff, nearly half the congressional Tea Party Caucus voted no. Many Republicans who privately supported the compromise opposed it publicly to placate angry constituents.

Todd voted yes, joining 173 other Republicans. Sixty-six Republicans voted no.

The House lurched from one crisis to another. In 2013, after another standoff over the debt ceiling and Obamacare, the government shut down for more than two weeks when lawmakers failed to pass a funding measure to keep it open. Todd voted with eighty-six other Republicans to reopen the government.

“It’s always easier to vote no,” says John Connell, Todd’s chief of staff for fifteen years. “But we had to compromise on stuff. He always took those votes—acknowledged their shortcomings—but approached it with kind of a realistic perspective. And he never hid the ball from his constituents.”

There would be more brinkmanship. When the debt limit needed to be raised again in 2014 and 2015, this time Todd voted no.

The circumstances had shifted. The votes were largely symbolic. Democrats controlled the Senate and the White House, and the outcome of the House vote was never in doubt. By then, Todd had established himself as a results-oriented conservative. Casting a protest vote let him signal concern about runaway spending without risking default, what his staff called “principled no’s.”

By Todd’s third term, the fights had grown repetitive. In the words of one headline—playing off the name of the popular, long-running soap opera—he had become “Young and Restless.”

In March 2015, Indiana’s senior U.S. senator, Dan Coats, announced that he wouldn’t seek reelection. Within days, Todd began to consider leaping into the race to succeed him. Congressional life had been taxing for Jenny and their four young kids—Ava, Abigail, Annalise, and Tucker—who stayed in Bloomington while Todd slept in his office during House sessions. Two serious candidates had already entered the race: Eric Holcomb, Coats’s moderate-minded chief of staff, and Representative Marlin Stutzman, a House colleague with a staunch Tea Party streak. Running would mean giving up incumbency and a safe House seat for a bruising Republican primary in the hopes of winning the nomination for Senate.

“This wasn’t a sure thing by any stretch,” Connell says.

But for Todd, the race didn’t have to be a sure thing. The Marine in him still preferred the hard.

Todd announced his Senate campaign in July 2015, promising “responsible conservative leadership.” Early the next year, he caught a big break. Indiana’s lieutenant governor resigned, and Governor Mike Pence appointed Holcomb as her replacement. The Senate race narrowed to a two-man contest between Todd and Stutzman, with the moderate conservative vote no longer split.

Stutzman attacked Todd’s debt limit votes, accusing him of “voting for more debt and deficit spending.” The Club for Growth, an influential conservative political group that had backed Todd in 2010, pulled its support, calling him “a continual disappointment.” Todd counterpunched, leaning heavily on his biography; in one debate, he mentioned his Marine background a dozen times.

“Marlin was a no on pretty much everything,” Connell says. “Todd had taken a fair number of tough votes in the House. So it was kind of like testing that hypothesis, ‘Is that going to sink him, or is it not?’”

Todd answered that question decisively, defeating Stutzman by a two-to-one margin. He turned his attention to the general election, which would be a rematch with Baron Hill. Indiana seemed to be reverting to its traditional Republican tilt; “Young was expected to win the seat easily,” Politico reported.

Two months after Todd’s primary win, a political earthquake rocked the race. He was picking up coffee at a drive-through when his campaign manager, Cam Savage, called. After sharing a few routine updates, Savage paused.

“Todd, I also want to let you know we got another opponent.”

“What do you mean, ‘another opponent’?” Todd asked.

“Baron Hill’s out. Evan Bayh’s in.”

Bayh was an Indiana institution—a popular two-term governor, former U.S. senator, and the son of legendary Indiana politician Birch Bayh. In 2008 Evan Bayh had explored a presidential bid and was on the short list to be Obama’s running mate. There was no bigger heavyweight in Hoosier Democratic politics.

Despite his late entry, Bayh joined the race with a nearly $10 million war chest left over from previous races and opened with a 20-point lead.

“We went from kind of a sure thing to a massive underdog overnight,” Connell recalls. “Probably the only person who thought he was going to win that race was Todd. I joked to my wife that night, after Bayh got in, that I’d better start updating my résumé.”

The underdog kept his cool. Within twenty-four hours, Todd was on the phone with donors, county chairs, and activists. “I’m going to win,” he told them. “And I’m going to spend every waking hour working toward it.”

He’d seen what happened when politicians appeared to lose touch with their constituents. In 2012 Lugar was defeated after nearly four decades in the Senate. Lugar’s opponents effectively branded him as a Washington insider who’d grown distant from home after years of living in the capital.

Todd attacked Bayh in a similar fashion, portraying him as a millionaire corporate insider who’d left Indiana for consulting work and corporate board seats. Though never registered as a lobbyist, Bayh had joined one of the nation’s largest law firms, which had a robust government affairs practice. One campaign ad that received lots of attention involved splicing Bayh’s denials of being a lobbyist with clips from Veep, the popular satire of Washington’s self-serving politics.

It helped that another political earthquake during that election cycle worked in Todd’s favor.

For months, pundits had dismissed Donald Trump as an outrageous buffoon who couldn’t possibly beat Hillary Clinton’s juggernaut campaign. But his populist wave swept through Indiana, tapping into the same anger at elites that had fueled the Tea Party in Todd’s first House race.

“So much of the Tea Party cohort is now MAGA,” Todd observes. “Reluctant to engage overseas. Wanting to make sure their representatives are intently focused on their small communities and their concerns. Skeptical of pointy-headed intellectuals and that cosmopolitan culture that pretends to know what is best for regular Americans. And I think so much of it is very healthy.”

It was a generational upending of the political order. On election night 2016, the Hoosier Marine toppled the scion of Indiana royalty, 52–42. Politico deemed it “one of the biggest Senate upsets of 2016.”

“Hard work,” Connell says, “and being in the right place at the right time, again.”

CHIPS

“Communistic.”

That’s how one of Todd’s Republican colleagues described the landmark legislation Todd was working to pass.

It was called the CHIPS and Science Act—a sprawling, $280 billion bid to restore America’s edge in semiconductor manufacturing while making a generational investment in federal research in key technology areas. The tiny microchips are invisible to most people, but they power everything: smartphones, cars, MRI machines, missiles. America had invented those tiny semiconductors, then watched the factories that produced them move overseas, lured by cheap labor and heavy subsidies. In 1990 the United States produced 37 percent of the world’s chips. Two decades later, that was down to barely 12 percent. Taiwan, South Korea, and China largely dominated the rest.

Todd had seen up close how globalization hollowed out the communities he represented in the industrial Midwest. Tool-and-die shops that once cut the molds for America’s factories were dark, as were foundries that poured molten metal for engines and machines. As jobs and industries fled, a once-thriving Steel Belt became known as the Rust Belt.

The economic toll was only part of the story. The COVID-19 pandemic had stalled assembly lines and snarled supply chains. What if China decided to do the same? If it blockaded Taiwan, which produced 90 percent of the world’s most advanced chips, America’s reliance on fingernail-size slivers of silicon from elsewhere could upend the U.S. economy and damage its military readiness. The thought kept Todd up at night.

Even before the pandemic, Todd had begun to reconsider his party’s old, unquestioned faith in free trade and unfettered markets. At a time when adversaries wielded economics as a weapon, he read widely—books, blogs, think-tank reports—and sought out experts in different fields, from MIT president Rafael Reif to Blackstone CEO Steve Schwarzman. All reached the same conclusion: America had to reinvest in itself. Todd thought of his effort not as “communistic,” but rather as a defense of capitalism itself—America’s best answer to the Chinese Communist Party and its market manipulation and economic espionage.

One morning in 2019, Todd was working out in the Senate gym when Chuck Schumer, the Democratic minority leader at the time, climbed onto a stationary bike nearby. They struck up a conversation.

The two senators made an odd pair. Schumer was a Brooklyn-bred political operator, perpetually on his old flip phone. He was two decades older than Todd, as well known for seeking out cameras as the press-cautious Hoosier was for avoiding them.

But Todd had made a point of building relationships across the aisle, what he calls “a reservoir of trust and goodwill.” Over time, the two men developed a rapport, talking sports and politics. As televisions looped the day’s latest outrage, they’d sometimes exchange an eye roll.

“We also discovered a mutual animus toward the Chinese Communist Party,” Todd says. “Chuck doesn’t like bullies. And he thinks China’s a bully.”

Between the free weights and the stationary bike, the two senators teamed up to craft a sweeping technology bill to outcompete China. It would invest in incentives to bring semiconductor manufacturing back to the United States and pour billions into the research that had long made America the world’s leader in innovation.

At the time, Todd was chairing the National Republican Senatorial Committee, responsible for defending the GOP’s narrow Senate majority. Schumer was working just as hard to flip the chamber and achieve his long-held ambition of becoming majority leader. The irony was not lost on either of them.

“I clearly did not partner with Chuck Schumer and advocate for increased university research for political reasons,” Todd jokes, acknowledging that neither Schumer nor academia were popular among Republican voters.

In May 2020 they introduced the Endless Frontier Act, named for the landmark 1945 report that led to the creation of the National Science Foundation. The legislation, however, was quickly overtaken by the pandemic and the 2020 presidential election.

After the election, they tried again. Joe Biden was now president, and Schumer—after Democrats improbably flipped two Senate seats in Georgia—was majority leader. The renamed U.S. Innovation and Competition Act cleared the Senate in June 2021 with support from two-thirds of the chamber. The Democrat-run House responded months later with its own broader, more partisan version.

Democrats “larded it up with all sorts of goodies,” Todd says, “and I think a number of Republicans just did not want to hand Biden the win.”

When the House and Senate pass different versions of a bill, a House-Senate conference committee is formed to reconcile the two. This one was massive—107 lawmakers, one-fifth of the entire Congress. Lobbyists from the semiconductor industry descended on the process, each angling for their piece of the pie.

With so many cooks in the kitchen—and pigs at the trough—another senator might have let the effort die. Not Todd. The “Bulldog” who once yanked soccer jerseys took to buttonholing senators in the cloakroom.

At one key moment, Todd and Schumer sat down in Schumer’s office. As Todd recalls, Schumer pushed to add Democratic priorities. Todd pushed back.

“I gave him three no-joke demands,” Todd says. “I said, ‘I need all three of these things or I can’t continue to be part of this process.’ And to his credit, he gave me everything I wanted.”

Todd fought just as hard against resistance within his own party. It wasn’t only the charge that the bill was “communistic.” Many Republicans thought the spending was excessive. Others didn’t trust Schumer.

Heritage Action, a well-known conservative advocacy organization, denounced the bill as “corporate welfare” that would “further fuel Biden’s inflation fire.” The House Republican Study Committee, led by Todd’s fellow Hoosier, Jim Banks, branded it “the latest iteration of Schumer’s fake so-called ‘China’ bill.” Even Indiana’s other GOP senator, Mike Braun, opposed it.

“Within the Republican conference, it got pretty brutal,” Todd recalls. “It was not a comfortable place to be in.”

Then came another near-death experience.

Democrats were working to pass their massive climate and social policy bill, known as Build Back Better. Republican Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell vowed to kill the semiconductor legislation entirely unless Democrats abandoned Build Back Better.

Progress stalled. Frustrated chipmakers warned they would build new facilities overseas instead. National security leaders urged action. Commerce secretary Gina Raimondo, the administration’s point person, called on Congress to pass a narrower bill that stripped out the research investments and focused solely on semiconductor incentives. But a critical mass of senators refused.

Unexpectedly, the logjam broke when Democratic Senator Joe Manchin, a pivotal swing vote in the closely divided Senate, announced he wouldn’t support Build Back Better. McConnell lifted his objection to Todd and Schumer’s bill.

In mid-July 2022, the administration held a classified national security briefing for senators. Their message was blunt: The United States was falling dangerously behind China on microchips and advanced technology. Time reported that several senators left the meeting “spooked.”

Days later, Todd and Democratic Senator Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona gathered a bipartisan group of senators in the Capitol. It was a make-or-break moment. Some Democrats favored a stripped-down version, fearing that restoring the research provisions would doom the bill. But Todd had already sounded out his Republican colleagues. The votes weren’t there for the smaller bill. They had to go big.

“Can we count on all your votes?” the freshman senator asked, with billions on the line. If not, he warned, Schumer would not bring the bill to the floor.

They all agreed.

The final package provided over $75 billion in grants, tax credits, and other incentives for semiconductor manufacturing and chip production and authorized major investments—as much as $200 billion worth—in artificial intelligence, quantum computing, and clean energy. It ranked among the largest industrial-policy bills that Congress had ever passed.

On July 27, 2022, more than three years after Todd and Schumer’s first sweaty chat in the Senate gym, the Senate passed the bill, 64 to 33. Seventeen Republicans joined all but one Democrat in support. The House followed. Two weeks later, calling it “a once-in-a-generation investment in America itself,” Biden signed the CHIPS and Science Act into law.

Praise for Todd’s role poured in.

“When you’re facing reelection in a climate where primaries can happen, it takes a lot of guts to partner with Chuck Schumer on a major piece of legislation that basically is going to cost money,” Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi, the top Republican on the Commerce Committee, told a reporter.

“He’s a decent guy trying to get stuff done in Washington,” Raimondo said of Todd. “Obviously I work for the president and he’s in the opposing party, but I never felt that made a difference. We always just talked about the substance.”

There were bumps ahead. On the 2024 campaign trail, former President Trump criticized the law, telling the influential podcaster Joe Rogan, “That chip deal is so bad for our country.” In his 2025 State of the Union address, he urged Congress to “get rid of the CHIPS Act.” His administration later reduced the CHIPS office staff by a third and eliminated what it described as a “semiconductor slush fund.”

Todd seemed unfazed, attributing Trump’s remarks to animosity toward a Biden-era accomplishment. He believed the country was already seeing the law’s benefits and was confident that, in time, any administration would recognize its importance.

“My base likes this bill,” Todd says. “It’s not to suggest that everyone loves it, but they understand it’s about protecting America’s future.”

He campaigned proudly on CHIPS, which was bringing billions to Indiana through partnerships such as Purdue University’s collaboration with South Korean chipmaker SK Hynix. Democratic Senator Tammy Duckworth of Illinois did the same. “It’s rare,” Todd observes, “to see Republicans and Democrats both running ads on the same bill.”

For Todd, CHIPS wasn’t just a policy win. He and Schumer had, as he put it, “literally helped change the conversation” about how governments could address national security and economic security vulnerabilities.

Just as important, the bill showed that bipartisan legislating through regular order—the traditional legislative process of committees, hearings, and floor votes—was still possible in a polarized Congress. In contrast to the crisis-driven approach that had come to dominate recent years, with the White House and party leaders dictating positions at the last minute, the CHIPS Act process gave lawmakers time to absorb its substance and created space for members to shape the legislation through amendments.

“This was the most extensive amendment and markup process I’ve seen,” Todd says. “People felt like the process had integrity.”

“I DIDN’T COME HERE JUST TO MAKE POINTS”

The headline on a 2021 Business Insider profile of Todd captured his low-key but effective approach: “The Most Important Senator You’ve Never Heard Of.”

In a capital fond of easy labels, Todd defied them. “Not quite a Trumpist, but definitely not a moderate,” the magazine wrote, “a Midwestern senator who seems to take quiet pleasure in wrong-footing the rest of the DC Beltway.”

Todd’s record reflected both party loyalty and independence. He opposed both Trump impeachments and supported most of his major legislative priorities, voting to confirm even his most controversial nominees, sometimes after hesitation. Yet colleagues in both parties described Todd as measured, policy-focused, and serious about the Senate as an institution. “I appreciate Todd’s approach to public service. He is all about accomplishments for his constituents in Indiana and what he thinks is best for our nation,” says former Senator Rob Portman of Ohio, who played a key role in passing the CHIPS and Science Act. “He does the homework, asks tough questions, and focuses on getting the policy right and achieving results—not making headlines. Congress is better for that kind of leadership.”

Unless they could advance policy or help his constituents, Todd avoided cable hits and partisan skirmishes. He preferred to work quietly and wasn’t afraid of the optics of crossing party lines. He graciously introduced his fellow Hoosier and veteran Pete Buttigieg during Buttigieg’s confirmation hearings to become Biden’s secretary of transportation, and he consistently ranked among the Senate’s ten most bipartisan members in the Lugar Center Index—aptly named for Todd’s first boss in the Senate.

His commitment to duty was evident on the morning of January 6, 2021, when he stood outside the Capitol, speaking with demonstrators who were urging him to object to certifying the presidential election. Wearing a camouflage jacket and a mask printed with an American flag and the words ONE NATION UNDER GOD, he engaged them directly.

“I took an oath under God,” Todd told them, his voice rising. “Under God, I took an oath. Do we still take that seriously in this country?”

Hours later, after rioters stormed the Capitol, Todd voted to certify Biden’s victory. He was one of more than a hundred Republicans in Congress who did.

Later, he voted to acquit Trump in the Senate trial related to that day’s events. But he also declined to endorse Trump for reelection in 2024, making him one of a small group of sitting Republican senators to withhold support. He cited concerns about foreign policy and the party’s recent electoral losses.

“I don’t think conservatives would be well served by electing someone whose core competency seems to be owning someone on Twitter,” he told reporters.

“I didn’t come here just to make points,” Todd said in another interview. “I came here to actually solve problems.”

It wasn’t only the CHIPS and Science Act. Todd worked with Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, Clinton’s running mate against Trump in 2016, to reform presidential war powers. He supported billions in aid to Ukraine, despite rising objections from the Republican base. He joined a bipartisan group that passed reforms clarifying the Electoral Count Act to help prevent another dispute like January 6—again over protests from parts of his own party. Those votes came with a political cost.

When Todd ran for reelection in 2022, he was one of a handful of Senate Republicans who neither sought nor received Trump’s endorsement. Following the school shooting in Uvalde, Texas, that election year, he joined fourteen other Republicans to pass a law that strengthened background checks for gun purchases and expanded mental health resources—the first significant gun safety law to pass in decades. The measure was modest, but the Indianapolis Star noted that his vote “irked” some Indiana Republicans. After he supported the Respect for Marriage Act, which codified protections for same-sex and interracial marriage, the Cass County Republican Committee formally censured him for what it called a “betrayal.” On social media, critics labeled him a “traitor” or a RINO (“Republican in Name Only”).

“I’ve never once felt like he’s seeking out a Profile in Courage–type moment,” Todd’s chief of staff Connell says of his many tough votes. “It’s more like, ‘Hey, this is the right thing to do. And it’s on us to explain to constituents who might not be happy about it.’ These jobs aren’t worth compromising your core beliefs or intellectual integrity.”

That tension—between pragmatist and partisan, statesman and Republican loyalist—became more pronounced during Trump’s second term.

In January 2026, after the U.S. military captured Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro in a brazen nighttime raid—without seeking the approval of or notifying Congress—Todd applauded the Trump administration for bringing Maduro to justice. At the same time, he continued to believe strongly that Congress had to play an essential role in matters of war. His years of effort with Kaine had recently resulted in the repeal of the outdated 1991 and 2002 Authorizations for Use of Military Force in Iraq, which had lingered for decades and granted presidents broad latitude to deploy military force without explicit congressional consent.

When the Senate advanced a resolution that would have required congressional authorization to expand military operations in Venezuela, Todd and four other Republican senators voted for it. The measure moved forward. “Republicans should be ashamed of the Senators that just voted with Democrats,” Trump tweeted. “Todd Young should never be elected to office again.” When the resolution came up for a final vote a week later, Todd voted against it, stating that he had received a presidential commitment “to seek formal authorization—not all-too-typical consultation—to use military force in Venezuela since the law enforcement apprehension had clearly ended.”

Todd viewed his decision as strategic.

“Having made my point and voted no,” he says, “there was zero chance the resolution would become law. Veto was certain, and numbers weren’t there to override.” He notes that in addition to the commitment from the president, he secured a Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing with the secretary of state to formally and publicly debate war powers.

Punchbowl News ran headlines like “Young, One-Time Skeptic, Wants to be a ‘Team Player’ for Trump.” The piece noted that Todd was not backing away from his past criticism of Trump, but was seeking to preserve his influence as a conservative capable of cutting big bipartisan deals like CHIPS.

Todd’s major priority for the first Congress of Trump’s second term echoed CHIPS: the SHIPS Act. Along with Democratic Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona, Todd aimed to revitalize American shipbuilding. It was CHIPS for the seas, federal investment in a key industry tied to national security.

Todd even began wearing a hat that read MAKE AMERICAN SHIPS AGAIN, a playful twist on the ubiquitous MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN hats of the MAGA movement. The cheeky ballcap neatly illustrated Todd’s difficult balancing act: advancing serious policy in a deeply partisan climate.

Back home in Indiana, Todd was taking fire from both sides. Progressives staged a town hall meeting with an empty chair to symbolize what they said was Todd’s avoidance of tough questions. The same week, a group called Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate launched an effort to find a candidate from the populist right to run against him in the next primary.

“We are tired of holding our breath every critical vote,” said the group’s founder, “to see if Todd Young is going to throw us a bone or side with Chuck Schumer.”

The political temperature had risen sharply during the Tea Party era; now it could feel white-hot. Threats and violence were becoming common. The day after the conservative activist and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk was assassinated, an Indiana man threatened a “mass execution” at the Naval Academy, prompting a seven-hour lockdown.

“I feel like the incentives right now are in so many ways misaligned,” Todd said one day in his Senate office. “One tends to be rewarded for saying and doing provocative things and tearing things down, not building things up. For casting aspersions on your adversaries, rather than looking for and forging common ground with them.”

A Marine saber and Indiana memorabilia decorated Todd’s office. On the coffee table sat a wooden plaque that read GOD, COUNTRY, AND NOTRE DAME, not far from a basketball from Indiana University. A pencil sketch of Abraham Lincoln—the nation’s most eloquent voice for reconciliation—hung by his desk. Lincoln, Todd liked to note, spent his formative years in Indiana.

“You almost always know the right vote to cast on substantive grounds,” he continued:


The hardest thing about this job is explaining to constituents sometimes highly misrepresented issues or very complicated issues, and knowing that I’ll probably fall short in terms of persuading them about the merits of a particular issue.

This is not hard if you feel like you don’t share the values of a particular group of constituents. But it becomes very challenging—and requires what I would call moral courage—to stand your ground with people whose values you share.

I think to do this job well, you have to be prepared to be deeply misunderstood by people who you love and respect and whose values you share . . . but you still need to hold the course because you are their trustee. You are not charged with taking an opinion poll on a day-to-day basis.



The introspective Hoosier rose to leave for his next meeting. There were bipartisan relationships to tend and votes to cast. Some votes mattered more than others. On those that mattered less—such as messaging bills that had no chance of enactment—he’d grit his teeth and move on.

Todd knew that real progress, born of trust, often began in unlikely places, like the Senate gym. And when rare openings appeared to bridge the partisan divide, Todd would be there, preferring the hard.




SENATOR MARK KELLY
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“Damn the Torpedoes! Full Speed Ahead!”
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The Russian-made surface-to-air missile closed in at nearly Mach 3, covering the distance of ten football fields per second.

Navy lieutenant Mark Kelly and his bombardier-navigator, Paul Fujimura, had flown together for a couple hundred hours. But they had never been shot at.

“I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” their squadron commander remarked hours earlier. “We’re expecting fifty percent casualties tonight.”

It was January 1991. The first air assault of the Gulf War was underway.

Their A-6E Intruder attack aircraft carried six 1,000-pound bombs intended to destroy a key building at a military airfield in southern Iraq, if they could reach it. At the time, few places on earth had air defenses as dense as what Saddam Hussein had built: a lattice of radars, antiaircraft guns, and thousands of surface-to-air missiles pointing skyward. It looked like a forest of steel spears.

“Fuj, there’s a missile coming at us,” Mark said. The missile, an SA-6 the length of a pickup truck, had locked onto them.

“Roger, jammer ringing, popping chaff and flares, tracking the target,” Lieutenant Fujimura replied. As the bombardier-navigator, his job was to locate the target and deliver the bombs.

“Fuj, this isn’t good,” Mark warned as the missile closed in.

“Tracking the target,” Fujimura responded.

“I’m going to have to do a last-ditch maneuver to beat this thing.”

“Roger, tracking the—”

Mark’s eyes trained on the rapidly approaching missile. He inverted the Intruder in one fluid motion, slamming the throttles forward and yanking the stick back. The missile just missed, exploding close enough to flash white across their canopy.

“It’s a game of chicken,” Fujimura explains, sitting in his office decades later. “If you move too soon, it adjusts and tracks you. You wait until it can’t react anymore. It takes nerve. It’s tracking, tracking, tracking—and then you jink. Mark did that perfectly.”

The sky lit up with antiaircraft fire—like flaming basketballs arcing through the dark, Fujimura recalls. One pilot in their four-plane strike group panicked, dumped his bombs, and turned back. Mark and Fujimura pressed the attack.

A second missile locked on. Mark waited, then rolled hard and evaded it.

They were less than a minute away from their target.

Mark steadied the jet at just the right moment and pulled into a thirty-degree dive. As the aircraft descended, antiaircraft artillery pierced the cloud tops, metal and explosives tearing upward toward them. At six thousand feet over the airfield, they released their bombs. The explosions obliterated their target: an Iraqi hangar full of enemy aircraft.

With their payload delivered, the two aviators’ adrenaline dropped. Their route called for a return through the same gauntlet, but Mark had no intention of flying back through that relentless barrage of fire. He turned east instead, slipping forty or fifty miles into Iranian airspace before angling south toward their aircraft carrier.

It was a much better route. Or so it seemed. Just minutes later, the radio crackled to life. “Bogey sighted, fifteen thousand feet and five hundred knots,” an American voice announced. Two fighters from their air wing, flying combat air patrol to shield the American fleet, sped toward the unidentified aircraft emerging from Iran.

“FUCK!” Mark shouted. “We’re at fifteen thousand feet and five hundred knots.”

Just before their bombing run deep in enemy territory, they’d “gone dark” and shut off every light and emitter, including the transponder that clarified them as friend and not foe. In the intensity of the moment, they had forgotten to turn it back on.

Fujimura switched the transponder back on.

“This is Eagle 505—it’s us!” he radioed frantically.

“Don’t shoot down the morons in Iranian airspace!” Mark shouted.

They could sense the muted disappointment in the pilot’s voice. “They thought they were about to make an air-to-air kill and earn a Distinguished Flying Cross,” Fujimura recalls, laughing.

A long night still lay ahead: a two-hour flight, another midair refueling, and a perilous “night trap”—landing on the deck of an aircraft carrier, a small chunk of metal floating in the dark. But the worst was over.

Mark and Fujimura had met two years earlier at SERE School, where young aviators learn survival, evasion, resistance, and escape. Fujimura was impressed with Mark from the start, calling him “the one who got away”—the only pilot out of fifty to escape the simulated POW camp. When Fujimura tried, he was caught, stripped, hosed down with cold water, and left shivering for hours as snow fell.

They were from very different backgrounds. Mark was the son of Irish American cops from New Jersey; Fujimura, a Japanese American Berkeley graduate whose mother was detained in a U.S. internment camp during World War II. Yet they had grown close enough to communicate without words. Grunts and gestures sufficed.

In the weeks that followed, they flew thirty-six more combat missions together. According to Mark and Fujimura, on one flight, they sank an Iraqi naval vessel bound for Iran, flying low enough to identify the ship by reading its hull markings. On another, they sent a missile boat to the bottom of a Kuwait harbor. Sometimes they were sent deep into the western desert to hunt T-72 battle tanks, softening up the large Iraqi force before the Army’s First Infantry Division—the “Big Red One”—arrived in late February to wipe them out. During a close air support mission, they struck Iraqi armored vehicles crossing into Saudi Arabia to pin down Marines.

“In all our missions,” Mark says, “I never got a hole in the airplane.”

The movie Top Gun had inspired a wave of young Americans to join the Navy in search of aerial combat. Mark’s twin brother, Scott, chose the same path, becoming an F-14 Tomcat fighter pilot. He flew off the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower after Operation Desert Shield. “It was the wrong ship at the wrong time if you wanted to get into the fight,” Mark says.

Compared to Scott’s Tomcat, the A-6E Intruder was fat and clunky, designed to deliver a large payload onto a moving target in any weather, day or night. It was less a sports car than a dump truck. But the A-6E had its place. “When you want to take bridges down, you want a dump truck,” Fujimura says. “Sports cars are great, but you don’t win wars with Ferraris.”

Among A-6E crews, there was a favorite saying: “Fighter guys make movies; attack guys make history.”

Mark loved reminding Scott of that.

“BALLS” AND “NO BALLS”

“Some people considered Scott and me borderline juvenile delinquents,” Mark wrote in Gabby: A Story of Courage and Hope, a book he coauthored with his wife Gabby Giffords.

The idea that Mark and Scott Kelly would each one day fly multimillion-dollar jets off aircraft carriers—much less orbit Earth in a space shuttle—would have seemed absurd to most people who knew them as kids.

They were born “down the hill” in West Orange, New Jersey, on the wrong side of the tracks. Later, their parents stretched to buy a house “up the hill,” in a better school district. A suburb just twenty minutes away from Manhattan, their part of West Orange was gritty and working-class. Most neighbors had good, respectable jobs in the trades; a few were in the Mafia. West Orange would later become the setting for the high school attended by fictional mob boss Tony Soprano.

The twins were constantly throwing rocks, snowballs, and fists at neighbors and each other. As a toddler, Mark fell out of their crib and broke his jaw (Scott claims he pushed him; their parents bought separate cribs soon after). Mark was run over by a car at five, broke his knuckles in a ninth-grade fight, and was later shot in the foot with a BB gun. The brothers needed so many stitches they remember new ones going in as old ones came out.

“Suffice it to say,” Mark wrote, “that flying in space is not necessarily the riskiest thing we’ve ever done.”

When they were five, their parents kept them up to watch the grainy black-and-white image of Neil Armstrong stepping onto the moon. Like so many people, the moment captured their imaginations—especially Mark’s. “I’m going to be the first person to walk on Mars,” he announced in high school. At the time, though, both brothers were middling students, and such ambitions seemed fanciful.

Like many identical twins, they shared a private language as toddlers and—despite shunning hugs and other displays of affection—remained deeply attuned to each other. Photos from their teenage years show a nearly indistinguishable pair of bushy-haired boys. Long before anyone coined the term “free-range kids,” they would disappear for day-long misadventures. Because their father was a local cop, they were usually rescued instead of arrested.

Richard Kelly had served as a paratrooper in the 82nd Airborne, jumping out of planes at Fort Bragg. One day he hitched a ride north to New Jersey and met a vivacious young woman named Patricia McAvoy at a dance. They married soon after, and Richie joined the police force. A charming man with a bristling mustache, he could be unorthodox in his law-enforcement methods. Mark remembers that one of his favorite tricks was convincing suspects at the station that the copy machine was a lie detector. If he didn’t like an answer, he’d hit the Print button and bark, “The machine says you’re lying!” Sometimes the ruse worked.

But Richie had his vices. He was, in Mark’s words, “a hard-charging, hard-drinking, hardworking Jersey detective” who seemed to come home at least once a year with his arm in a cast from a bar fight. He was a true chain-smoker, lighting each cigarette with the one before it—an addiction that may have caused the throat cancer that took his life in 2016.

Richie also struggled with alcoholism. Sometimes, he’d disappear for days on a bender. He left the family one weekend with no money for food. Scott still remembers the hunger pangs. Decades later, during his cancer treatments, a doctor asked Richie how long he’d been taking Vicodin. “Since 1967,” he replied.

“I think a lot of those narcotics cops wound up taking the narcotics,” Mark says dryly.

The drinking often led to fighting. Mark and Scott would lie awake, listening to their parents shout, objects crashing against the walls. Some mornings, their mother emerged with bruises. Other times, she’d take the boys and leave. One night they came downstairs to find their father, blind drunk, sitting in the living room with his service weapon in his mouth. Somehow, they talked him into putting it down.

“It’s a wonder he survived those years,” Scott wrote in his book Endurance: My Year in Space, a Lifetime of Discovery. “Sometimes I think if my father hadn’t been a police officer, he would have been a criminal.”

After working as a waitress and secretary, then a prison guard, Patricia became a police officer in her early thirties, making her the first woman in West Orange to join the force and one of only a few female cops in New Jersey at the time. It was mostly a practical decision, a way to pay the bills and move the family up the hill, unlocking new opportunities for Mark and Scott.

To pass the physical exam, she trained for two hours a day after work for months. She needed to scale a seven-foot-four wall in under nine seconds.Richie built one out of plywood in the backyard that was an inch taller than regulation, though he never told her. After two months, she could clear it in four seconds. She also had to drag a 125-pound dummy seventy-five feet in under twelve seconds. Conveniently, Scott weighed about 125 pounds.

When test day came, Patricia placed fifty-sixth out of three hundred applicants. She went on to dedicate a decade to the force, responding to domestic calls and breaking up bar fights down the hill until an injury forced her to retire. She also trained younger officers, including James Abbott, who would serve for forty-five years and become West Orange’s police chief.

Years later, in a memorial tribute when Patricia passed, Abbott would remember his first days on the job, when he was just nineteen and assigned to Patricia as her new partner. “She would be the first one through the door,” Abbott said. “She wasn’t afraid of anything.”

To distinguish between the two Officer Kellys on the midnight shift, Mark recalls that fellow cops referred to Richie and Patricia as “Balls” and “No Balls.”

Mark and Scott’s parents were hardly traditional, preoccupied as they were with work and their tumultuous relationship. “I don’t ever remember my parents reading me a book,” Scott says. But they gave their boys room to fail and recover, whether from a broken bone or from poor grades. And even as they underperformed, their parents instilled what Mark considered a “blue-collar work ethic,” encouraging them to believe that hard work would pay off.

Both brothers consider their mother the most influential figure in their lives. “My mother was always our biggest supporter,” Mark says. “She made us feel we could do anything. She was the one who always had our back.” They saw both the hours of training she devoted to joining the force and the snickers and insults she endured as a woman in an overwhelmingly male profession. “We developed our ambition and our drive by watching her,” Mark said.

His father also nudged Mark at a critical moment. When Mark and Scott were in eighth grade, Richie suggested they go into welding—a skilled trade that rewarded mechanical aptitude more than academic discipline. For two disengaged pranksters with engineering minds, it was practical advice. He was also daring them to imagine something outside of West Orange.

“I thought I’d go to college,” Mark remembers responding.

“Really?” his father said. “You?”

The conversation didn’t carry the same significance for Scott. “There was a squirrel running outside the window during the conversation,” he jokes. “Had it not been for that squirrel, I’m pretty sure I would’ve gone to Harvard, or maybe the Naval Academy. Fucking squirrel.”

Mark embraced the challenge of his father’s implicit skepticism. His C’s became straight A’s. He and Scott became EMTs, working overnight shifts in rough neighborhoods for $7 an hour. They drove through the night in bulletproof vests, waiting for calls about car accidents, broken bones, and gunshot wounds. Once, Scott delivered a baby in a public housing project.

In their senior year, Mark and Scott ran for student council president and vice president, respectively. “We had signs. We had debates. We beat more deserving people,” Scott remembers. “Then we proceeded to do absolutely nothing. No snack machines, no getting out of lunch to go to Burger King, none of that shit.” He pauses. “Well, maybe Mark did something. I did absolutely nothing.”

The campaign was an impulse. The military was something else. Mark and Scott’s maternal grandfather had served in the Merchant Marine, ferrying troops and equipment across the Atlantic in wartime and commercial goods in peacetime. Their other grandfather had served in the Navy in the Pacific during World War II. Intrigued by their service, Mark became committed to joining the military. Scott would follow.

The Merchant Marine Academy appealed to Mark. Knowing he would need a congressional nomination to attend, his father urged him to volunteer for New Jersey Senator Bill Bradley’s campaign.

“My first job in politics was putting fricking flyers under windshield wipers,” Mark says.

He did it for half a dozen weekends, and it worked. He never actually met the senator, but thanks to his campaign volunteer work—as well as Mark’s drastically improved grades, community service, and sports—Bradley nominated Mark to the academy.

“These friends you’re hanging out with, a lot of them will never leave West Orange,” Richie had told his sons. “They’re not looking beyond the horizon. But you two, you need to remember there’s something out there. Go look for it. Go find it. Go do it.”

AD ASTRA

Of all the things Mark learned at the academy in Kings Point, Long Island, the most practical lesson may have been to always wash his bananas. He had spent months aboard commercial container ships, sailing from the North Atlantic to Europe, the Middle East, and South America. Restrooms were scarce on the docks, and he often watched longshoremen disappear into banana crates to relieve themselves on the boxes.

Mark loved the global adventure and Kings Point’s stately campus. Once a waterfront estate for the Chrysler family, the Merchant Marine Academy spread across eighty-two acres of classrooms, dormitories, and lawns sloping toward Long Island Sound. Training vessels bobbed at the pier, steps from the classrooms.

Though only forty miles from West Orange, the discipline and precision of Kings Point felt like a world away from the turmoil of Mark’s early years. Students rose at dawn, drilled in formation, and wore uniforms daily. The course load was intense: engineering, navigation, and naval science, coupled with regular physical training.

Ironically, Mark became a welder after all. Cadets learned to rebuild diesel engines, repair pumps and boilers, and weld. “It’s probably the only place,” he says, “where you get a bachelor’s degree in engineering and still learn to actually do things with your hands.”

Mark rose quickly through the ranks. By senior year he was the regimental executive officer, the academy’s second-highest student post, responsible for leading new midshipmen.

Every graduate received a Coast Guard license and a commission into the Naval Reserve. Mark was one of the very few to earn both a third mate and third assistant engineer’s license, qualifying him to oversee a ship’s deck and engine room. Kings Point also allowed graduates to enter any branch of the military. Mark still had his sights set on being the first person on Mars, which meant he’d have to learn to fly.

In 1986 he graduated with a degree in marine engineering and nautical science, then drove straight to Naval Air Station Pensacola in Florida. On his first day of A-6E Intruder training, one of the squadron’s aircraft crashed into a mountain at night, instantly killing both aviators. From that moment on, Mark knew the risks of flying, and appreciated the challenge.

“We used to fly low-level at night through the mountains,” he says. “You’re a thousand feet above the ground, in bad weather, through valleys, going five hundred or six hundred miles an hour, with mountains a quarter mile on either side. It’s like Top Gun 2—but at night.”

Flying aircraft like the A-6E Intruder demanded more than mere technical skill. “The flying part, that’s a little bit of it,” Mark says. “It’s the mission that becomes the challenge.” On each of his thirty-nine combat missions he had to adapt to sudden changes: a storm, a change in the target, a burst of antiaircraft fire.

His missions with Fujimura were a part of the one hundred thousand sorties that coalition aircraft flew during the Gulf War. In just over a month, the air assault routed Iraq’s Republican Guard and shattered Saddam’s army. The ground campaign lasted less than a hundred hours before Kuwait was freed from Saddam’s invasion. Yet the U.S. decision to stop at the Iraqi border rather than topple Saddam, hailed by many at the time as prudent restraint, left behind an unresolved conflict that would shape U.S. policy in the Middle East for decades.

“As I saw it, I was trained as a combat pilot for a singular purpose: to deliver weapons to an enemy target when my country called,” Mark would write later. “I believed the 1991 war with Iraq needed to be fought. I still believe that. I was proud to serve. But I never lost sight of the sobering fact that my job, sanctioned by my government, required me to kill a lot of human beings.”

Sometimes, while “punching holes in the sky” over the Middle East, Mark and Fujimura talked about their futures. Once, Fujimura mentioned applying to the Naval Postgraduate School. Mark said he hoped to do the same and then move on to test pilot school.

“Naval test pilot school? You want to be some sort of astronaut?”

“It’s the number one pipeline for astronauts at NASA,” Mark replied.

“Dude, they don’t want guys like us,” Fujimura said. “They want those Hollywood-looking F-18 guys.”

Mark hoped Fujimura was wrong. By the time he applied, he had logged about fifteen hundred flight hours and made over three hundred carrier landings. Over the next few years he went on to earn a master’s degree in aeronautical engineering from the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, become a test pilot, and return to test pilot school as an instructor pilot.Along the way, he received numerous accolades, including multiple Air Medals and the Navy Commendation Medal.

Even so, selection as an astronaut was far from certain. More than five thousand military personnel and civilians applied to join NASA’s 1996 class. Only thirty-five were chosen. In the end, though, Mark was one of them.

Remarkably, so was Scott. Despite taking longer to buckle down academically, Scott had followed his brother into the Navy. During the NASA interview process, they traded off wearing their one and only business suit and a single pair of civilian dress shoes. Soon the two brothers from West Orange would become the first siblings—and the only identical twins—in U.S. history to fly as NASA astronauts.

As an astronaut, Mark alternated between raw adrenaline, meticulous technical work, and mundane daily tasks. On the shuttle, half a million gallons of rocket fuel would propel him and his crew from zero to 17,500 miles per hour in eight and a half minutes. In orbit, he might fix a circuit board, install a billion-dollar laboratory, help his crew members prepare for a space walk, or perform any of the thousand other tasks required on a shuttle mission.

“The space shuttle and space station are probably two of the most complicated things ever built,” Mark says. “We trained for everything going wrong: leaks, fires, engine failures, electrical and hydraulic failures, systems breaking during ascent, entry, and in orbit. There was a catastrophic failure hiding around every corner.”

Life inside the football-field-size station was arduous. Workdays routinely ran twelve hours or more and were filled with endless experiments, maintenance, cargo transfers, and exercise to mitigate bone loss. Even meals required coordination, with Velcro and duct tape keeping food from drifting away in zero gravity. Mark later adapted his experience into his Mousetronaut children’s books, inspired by eighteen laboratory mice on his first shuttle flight.

Amid the grind, they enjoyed many moments of awe. “To see our planet as this majestic blue ball floating in the blackness of space is breathtaking,” Mark once wrote.

Most astronauts dream of seeing that view even once. Mark and Scott saw it on four missions, each serving multiple times as commander. On one of those missions, Scott spent a full year in orbit as NASA studied the long-term effects of spaceflight, comparing the changes in his body to those of his twin brother back on Earth.

Danger was constant. Mark compared the odds to drawing a card from a deck: Pick anything but the ace of spades, and you win a million dollars; pick the ace and you die. He and his crewmates accepted the stakes. His family had a harder time. Patricia panicked whenever he or Scott took flight. After Mark’s third mission, his grandmother, who had never been on an airplane, asked, “Can you now get a real job like your cousin?” The cousin was a lawyer.

While the twins never drew the ace of spades, some of their friends were far less fortunate. When the space shuttle Columbia broke apart during reentry in 2003, Mark was the first person from NASA on the ground. He found the remains of Laurel Clark—a close friend and classmate—and recovered those of the mission’s pilot, another classmate, Willie McCool. He sat beside the body of Navy Captain Dave Brown for hours to ensure it was treated with dignity, a final act of care for a fallen colleague and dear friend.

Mark never lost his respect for the risks of his profession, but he loved it all the same. As an astronaut, he had found work that drew on everything he’d learned—from the discipline of Kings Point, to the flight hours over the Persian Gulf, to the scars from West Orange.

And then, after he’d spent years doing some of the most dangerous work a person could do, tragedy struck—not in the vacuum of space or the skies over Iraq, but outside a Safeway supermarket in Tucson, Arizona.

ONE SMALL STEP

It’s a good thing Scott couldn’t make the China trip.

In 2003, Scott was invited on a program bringing young American leaders to China. But with Scott’s wife due to give birth that week, Mark volunteered to go in his place. On the trip, he met an energetic Arizona state legislator who’d once run her family’s tire business. Her name was Gabby Giffords.

After returning to the United States, Mark and Gabby didn’t see each other for a year. But when they met again at a program reunion in Arizona, their friendship turned into something more. It was hardly a typical courtship. For their first date, Gabby took Mark to the Arizona State Prison to gather information for a bill she was working on in the state senate.

Both had been unlucky in love. Mark was recently divorced. Gabby, thirty-three when they met, had dated a series of the wrong men. When Gabby showed her mother a group photo from the China trip and asked her to guess which one was Mark, her mom, expecting a Navy pilot turned astronaut to be a tall Top Gun type, couldn’t pick out the bald, compact man her daughter was falling for. “Hmmmm, okay,” she said after a long pause.

Mark proposed to Gabby at the fountain in the main quad at Kings Point, his alma mater. They married in November 2007, a year after Gabby was first elected to Congress, at a farm outside Tucson. She wore a borrowed designer gown; he wore his white Navy dress uniform. At the reception, Robert Reich, the former Clinton labor secretary and a friend of Gabby’s, offered a toast: “To a bride who moves at a velocity that exceeds that of anyone else in Washington, and to a groom who moves at a velocity that exceeds seventeen thousand miles per hour.”

Even after the wedding, Mark and Gabby lived in different cities, seeing each other in between rocket launches and town hall meetings. They made it work. While Mark was in space, Gabby watched the NASA feed late into the night. When she was in Washington, they spoke frequently by phone.

There was never a shortage of congressional drama to discuss. Gabby was a moderate “Blue Dog” Democrat representing a district with more registered Republicans than Democrats. Arizona’s Eighth stretched across saguaro-studded desert and pale stucco suburbs, encompassing college students and ranchers, retirees and union workers, and a large population of veterans and active-duty personnel from nearby bases.

Gabby was constantly in motion, trying to engage as many of her constituents as possible. The Arizona Republic once dubbed her “the Energizer rabbit with a brain.”

Pia Carusone, her chief of staff, marveled at how Gabby could win over “the crunchy people in clogs who thought she wasn’t liberal enough, and the grumpy old Republicans with guns on their belts who distrusted Washington”—her “bubbas,” as Gabby affectionately called them.

Although her district leaned 2 points Republican, Gabby rode a Democratic wave in 2006 and won her seat by 12 points. She was reelected in 2008, the year Barack Obama won the presidency, by a nearly identical margin. But between Obama’s election and the financial crisis, she found herself walking a tightrope between party loyalty and the needs of an independent-minded district. Each major vote carried risk.

“When it came to the biggest and toughest policy issues, I watched how carefully and thoughtfully Gabby made up her mind,” Mark later wrote.

After rejecting an earlier version of the “TARP” bill designed to prevent big banks from going under, Gabby reluctantly voted yes—“I have no interest in bailing out greedy corporate executives,” she said. “But inaction would be negligent.” She supported the $787 billion Recovery Act, which ran against her fiscal instincts but seemed necessary to stave off another depression. And she supported the cap-and-trade bill, unpopular in a district dependent on cheap fuel, but one Gabby believed was important to curb emissions and promote clean energy.

Then came the Affordable Care Act, the ACA. It was the centerpiece of Obama’s agenda and a Democratic goal for decades. To critics, the ACA represented a sweeping expansion of federal power and a threat to private insurance. Opposition was further inflamed by rumors of so-called death panels, a widely debunked claim that the law would empower the government to ration care for the elderly. The growing reach of social media amplified both genuine concerns and misinformation at unprecedented speed. As her party pushed for universal health care, conservatives—including many in her own district—were just as forcefully opposed to what they called “Obamacare.”

For weeks protesters gathered outside Gabby’s Tucson office, waving signs that depicted her as the Grim Reaper. At one raucous “Congress on Your Corner” event in 2009, as constituents shouted about the health care bill before Congress, a protestor’s handgun slipped from his holster, an unsettling glimpse of the violence to come. “Some people hated Obama’s health care bill so much,” Mark recalled, “the veins in their necks bulged when they yelled at Gabby about it.”

From her days running the family tire business, Gabby had seen countless working-class people struggle to afford health insurance. Despite the vitriol—and however politically costly—she believed expanding access to care was the right thing to do. When the House clerk called her name, she voted “Aye.” A few hours later, someone shot out the glass door of her Tucson office.

Many of her moderate Democratic colleagues went the other way. Of the fifty-four Blue Dogs in the House, nearly half voted against the bill. Fifteen swing-district Democrats—including Gabby—voted for it. Several soon retired, anticipating that they’d lose their next elections. Gabby was one of the few vulnerable Democrats who voted for the ACA and survived the Republican wave of 2010, prevailing by 1.5 points.

“Like all of us, she wanted to be liked,” Mark reflected. “But she wasn’t afraid to be unpopular if she had the chance to make her case. And she liked the challenge of changing people’s minds.”

On January 8, 2011, Gabby was chatting with a handful of constituents when the first shots rang out. Days earlier, she had been sworn in for her third term representing Arizona’s Eighth District. At her suggestion, her team organized an informal “Congress on Your Corner” event outside a local Tucson supermarket—just a folding table, a few aides, U.S. and Arizona flags, and a banner bearing the House seal and the words “Gabrielle Giffords, United States Congress.”

There was no microphone, no security guards, no police. That wasn’t the style of the forty-year-old rising star who liked to fix and ride motorcycles and had once lived with Mennonite pacifists while in Mexico on a Fulbright scholarship. Gabby would lean in close to listen, her wavy dirty blonde hair falling freely as she tried to connect with everyone she met.

The bullet struck Gabby just above her left eye, passing through the left hemisphere of her brain. The gunman fired thirty more rounds that morning, killing six people and wounding thirteen others.

Among the dead were federal judge John Roll, Gabby’s district director Gabe Zimmerman, and nine-year-old Christina-Taylor Green, who had been excited to meet her congresswoman. Jen Cox, a longtime aide to Gabby, would later name her firstborn son Gabe in honor of Zimmerman.

Mark was at home in Houston when the call came.

“I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’ll just say it,” began Carusone, Gabby’s chief of staff. “Apparently, Gabby has been shot at the Congress on Your Corner.”

Calm but dazed, Mark briefly imagined he’d hallucinated the call. When he phoned Carusone back, she said it appeared Gabby had been shot in the head.

Mark and his family immediately boarded a plane and raced to Tucson. In the chaos of the next few hours, NPR, CNN, Fox, and other outlets incorrectly reported that Gabby had died. After hearing the news, Mark’s mom screamed. His daughters started sobbing. Mark went into the plane’s cramped bathroom, sat on the toilet lid, and cried. “It was the most shocking moment of my life,” he wrote.

When Mark saw Gabby at the hospital, her face was so bruised, bandaged, and swollen he could barely recognize her. She was surrounded by plastic tubes and beeping monitors. The doctors said it was a miracle she was still alive.

As Gabby fought to recover, millions of Americans rallied behind her. Outside the Tucson hospital, a mariachi band played each night. Native American drummers offered prayers. Strangers brought flowers, handwritten notes, and candles. A Navy SEAL she had once helped gave her his Purple Heart. Neil Armstrong sent a note of encouragement.

Mark had always admired Gabby’s courage in Congress, how she had voted her conscience despite the partisan rage it sometimes engendered. Now, as Gabby embarked on the long road to recovery, Mark witnessed a different form of courage.

Gabby was in there—it was obvious she could hear and understand—but she struggled to speak. The congresswoman who once held audiences rapt now found herself repeating a single word: chicken. No one knew why it was that word.

“What kind of flowers are these?” Mark would ask.

“Chicken,” Gabby would reply.

When former President George H. W. Bush visited the hospital to wish her well, he leaned down and said, “I’m really proud of you, and I’m praying for your recovery.”

“Chicken,” she said.

Gabby’s inability to express herself was agonizing, often moving her to tears. Learning to walk again was just as punishing. The bullet had paralyzed much of her right side, and she shuffled down the hospital hallway in a brace, urged on by Mark and her therapists. Most days, step by step, she made it a little farther. When Scott visited after returning from five months in space, still readjusting to gravity, Mark teased him, “Hey, you’re pretty wobbly. Gabby’s doing a better job of walking than you are!”

Mark had taken leave from NASA and taken himself off his final mission to focus on Gabby’s recovery. But after he had her settled in a rehab hospital in Houston—and taking into account the added risk to his crew of swapping mission commanders at the last minute—Gabby insisted that he return and fly one last time. From orbit, Mark obsessively monitored her progress, including a successful surgery to replace part of her skull with a ceramic implant.

To keep one another close despite the distance, they had traded their wedding rings. As Gabby worked to regain her strength and speech, Mark floated weightlessly through the silence of space, comforted by the sight of Gabby’s wedding ring suspended on a leather string around his neck.

FULL SPEED AHEAD

“They’re in the building.”

It was just after two o’clock P.M. on January 6, 2021, when Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer turned to a staffer and gave the grim warning that rioters had breached the U.S. Capitol.

Senator Mark Kelly had walked onto the Senate floor that afternoon expecting a routine, ceremonial task of certifying Joe Biden’s victory in the 2020 presidential election. Some of Donald Trump’s supporters had a different idea.

Outside the chamber, rioters scaled scaffolding, smashed windows, and pushed through metal barricades. They beat and bear-sprayed overwhelmed Capitol Police officers. Tear gas filled the air. The mob was steps from the Senate chamber.

Capitol Police rushed Vice President Mike Pence off the Senate dais, where he had been presiding over the certification. “Lock the doors,” they shouted.

At one point, Mark pulled out his iPhone and instinctively began to record.

“You’re not allowed to record in here,” another senator warned.

Mark raised an eyebrow. In a moment of national emergency, decorum felt beside the point; another public record might matter. Officers eventually rushed the senators to safety.

Mark had been a U.S. senator for just thirty-five days. He had been drawn into public life by his proximity to political violence. Now, two days short of a decade after his wife was shot in the head, he watched rioters move through the halls of Congress calling for the vice president’s death—chanting, “Hang Mike Pence.” Among them was Jacob Chansley, the so-called QAnon Shaman, whose horned hat made him one of the most recognizable figures of the day. He was from Arizona and would later mount a long-shot bid for Congress in a district about a hundred miles from Gabby’s former seat.

For years, people had urged Mark to run for office. He had the résumé and a compelling story. Thrust into the national spotlight after Gabby’s shooting, he radiated calm under pressure. He spoke with a straightforward clarity shaped by his years in uniform. “Kelly at times seems like he was cooked up in a DNC lab,” one magazine observed, using shorthand for the Democratic Party’s political establishment.

Despite the entreaties, though, he resisted.

When Good Morning America cohost George Stephanopoulos asked Mark in 2011 whether he’d consider running for Gabby’s seat if she didn’t return to Congress, he said, “No. I want her to get better. My job is to make sure she can recover so she can go back to serving her constituents in southern Arizona.”

True to his word, Mark focused on helping Gabby heal and on helping the country confront gun violence. In 2013, after the massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School, Gabby and Mark launched a nonprofit to, in their words, “turn outrage into action.” The group, later renamed GIFFORDS, became one of the nation’s most influential gun safety organizations, and says it has helped enact more than 820 state gun safety laws.

Then came Donald Trump’s first term as president.

“I thought he was going to get reelected in 2020,” Mark says. “So I figured, well, I could help somebody—help Joe Biden or whoever was going to be the nominee—or I could run myself for Senate. And if Donald Trump becomes president again, maybe we can keep him from having the Senate.”

After Senator John McCain’s death in 2018, Arizona’s governor appointed Republican congresswoman Martha McSally to fill the seat. McSally had a compelling story and résumé of her own as the first female Air Force fighter pilot to fly in combat, and the first woman to command a fighter squadron.

But McSally also had just run for the Senate, and lost to Democrat Kyrsten Sinema. Mark knew he could win a special election.

On February 19, 2019, he launched his campaign with a video of him and Gabby sitting side by side. They closed the video by reciting Mark’s favorite line from naval history. In August 1864, Union Admiral David Glasgow Farragut led his fleet into battle at one of the Confederacy’s last remaining ports. When his lead warship struck a mine—then called a torpedo—and sank, killing most of its crew, the rest of his fleet hesitated to enter the narrow channel.

Lashed high in the rigging of his flagship so he could see above the smoke, Farragut called down, “What’s the trouble?”

“Torpedoes!” came the reply.

“Damn the torpedoes!” Farragut roared. “Full speed ahead!”

Mark made it his campaign refrain.

Health care policy dominated the race and McCain’s legacy loomed large. On July 28, 2017, at about one thirty in the morning, the famously independent McCain—who less than a decade before had been the Republican nominee for president—had walked toward the well of the Senate floor. The scar from recent brain cancer surgery was visible above his left eye. McCain raised his arm, paused, then delivered a thumbs-down, casting the decisive vote against his party’s attempt to repeal the ACA.

It was his final maverick act in a life of service, a life that had included five and a half years as a prisoner of war in Vietnam’s Hanoi Hilton alongside his mentor, James Stockdale, the Stoic admiral. McCain died thirteen months later.

McCain’s stand did not settle the issue within his party. Quite the contrary. McSally had repeatedly voted to repeal the act, a fact Mark’s campaign emphasized. “I did vote to repeal and replace Obamacare on that House bill,” McSally said to an Arizona Republic reporter. “I’m getting my ass kicked for it right now.”

For Mark, the issue felt personal. With Gabby’s ongoing medical needs, he viewed affordable health care as a moral test of leadership and a basic obligation of an affluent nation.

Then the COVID-19 pandemic struck, turning an abstract policy debate into an immediate national crisis. Cases surged, hospitals filled, and the federal response faltered. Mark called for a science-based approach and emergency relief for families and small businesses. The crisis made the stakes tangible and gave his measured, technical style a fresh appeal.

Mark narrowly won the 2020 special election by just over 2 points, flipping a seat long held by Republicans. “Kelly’s victory is part of a rapid shift in Arizona politics,” Politico observed, “which will suddenly have two Democratic senators after going years without electing one.”

Almost immediately, Mark had to campaign again, this time for a full six-year term. In 2022, with registered Democrats still outnumbered by Republicans as well as independents in Arizona, he won reelection by nearly 5 points.

Pundits often say Congress is split between serious, behind-the-scenes “workhorses” and camera-craving “showhorses.” Mark saw himself as one of the former. At first, he rarely sought attention or led partisan fights, preferring to focus on substance, especially defense and intelligence.

“On the Armed Services Committee, I’d say maybe half the people really know what’s going on,” he says, rattling off weapons systems and capabilities at a pace that could leave even an informed listener dizzy. “I could give you dozens of examples—people who don’t know the difference between a B61 and a Mark 82. One’s a nuclear weapon. The other’s a five-hundred-pound bomb. And they’re making decisions about these things. Today, our defense ecosystem is much more complex than when I was flying off an aircraft carrier.”

Mark was equally serious about educating himself on other topics. His approach made him a well-liked and effective member. A registered independent until 2018, he remained collegial even with some of the Senate’s most polarizing Republicans, such as Texas Senator Ted Cruz, who shared Mark’s interest in space. Within months of taking office, the political news site Axios named him the most bipartisan freshman Democrat in the chamber, based on the number of bills he cosponsored with Republicans.

Whenever he visited the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Mark tried to stop by John McCain’s grave. Occupying the Senate seat he once held was never far from Mark’s mind. He also drew inspiration from Gabby’s example as a legislator, having seen the courage in her willingness to place conscience above political self-interest.

That same conscience led him at times to positions of independence, angering the left on some issues and the right on others. “Why are you guys always on the twenty side of the eighty–twenty issues?” Pennsylvania’s Republican Senator Dave McCormick once teased him on the floor.

That was true on the issue of transgender women competing in sports, a cultural flashpoint. In the 2024 presidential race, the Trump campaign closed with a widely aired ad criticizing Kamala Harris for having supported gender-affirming care for inmates and allowing transgender girls to compete in women’s sports. “Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you,” the narrator intoned, casting the issue as part of a broader critique of liberal “wokeness.” The ad was widely viewed as one of the campaign’s most effective. One newspaper called it “the two sentences that doomed Kamala Harris’s campaign.”

Even as several high-profile Democrats—including California Governor Gavin Newsom and Massachusetts Congressman Seth Moulton—articulated their opposition to letting transgender women compete on women’s teams, Mark approached the issue with a more sympathetic eye. His views were shaped in part by a transgender relative, someone who, in his words, “just wants to be left alone and is mortified that this is a conversation we’re having publicly at this level.”

“If I wanted to take the easy road,” Mark adds, “I’d come out and just say, ‘Yeah, transgender girls shouldn’t be playing in sports.’ But I think there’s more to it than that. It’s hard to be a kid. It’s hard to be a parent. And now you’re going to make it even harder? My position is that we should let the school board and leagues work with their communities to make these decisions. It’s not up to the federal government to decide who gets to play on what team.”

At other moments, he felt that honoring the legacies of Gabby and McCain meant pushing his own party in uncomfortable directions, most notably on the border.

In March 2021, months into the Biden administration, more than fifty-five hundred migrants were arriving at the U.S. southern border each day. The surge overwhelmed federal facilities and left many migrants in overcrowded holding centers. Border towns felt the pressure. With its 372-mile border with Mexico, Arizona was an epicenter of the problem.

The Biden administration was eager to project control. The New Yorker reported that the president was furious that the issue was overshadowing the start of his term, and aides recalled tension in every Oval Office meeting on the subject. The White House even discouraged allies from calling it a crisis. Asked in March 2021 whether one existed, Homeland Security secretary Alejandro Mayorkas replied, “The answer is no . . . I refuse to engage in battles of diction.”

Mark had long been concerned about immigration, meeting regularly with ranchers, business owners, and Border Patrol agents in places like Yuma, Arizona, which was one of the nation’s busiest crossing corridors. What he saw didn’t match the administration’s messaging.

After Biden’s first State of the Union address that April, Mark criticized the lack of “a plan to address the immediate crisis at the border” and promised to press the White House to devote more attention and resources to the border.

The debate intensified as the administration moved to end Title 42, the pandemic-era policy that enabled rapid expulsions. Progressives welcomed its repeal, but Mark warned that lifting Title 42 without a replacement would worsen conditions. “When the president decided he was going to do something dumb on this,” he said during a 2022 debate, “I told him he was wrong.” He was one of only six Senate Democrats to support a Republican amendment keeping Title 42 in place until a plan existed to replace it. The Washington Post summarized Mark’s crusade with the headline “Mark Kelly’s Cry for Help to Biden on the Border.”

For months, he kept pressing, arguing the country could strengthen border security while also keeping families together and pursuing a pathway to citizenship for young “Dreamers” who had come to the United States as children. “You’ve got to start building more of this wall in places where the Border Patrol wants it,” he told the administration. He knew his public criticism irritated officials like Mayorkas, but he believed the moment demanded it.

Eventually, the Department of Homeland Security approved work to fill four gaps in the Yuma border barrier, and in 2024 the White House backed a bipartisan package that contained stricter asylum rules and expanded expulsion powers. But the bill collapsed after Trump, who was then running again for president, urged Republicans not to give Democrats a win in an election year.

“It was actually probably about spot on,” Mark says of the administration’s approach toward the end of Biden’s term. “It was just too late. And the reputational damage was done—to the administration and, I think, the Democrats.” Still, he took some satisfaction in being, as he puts it, “probably the only Democrat around that has gotten some of the border wall built.”

After Trump returned to office in January 2025, Republicans introduced the Laken Riley Act, named for a Georgia nursing student murdered by an undocumented immigrant. The bill required federal authorities to detain undocumented individuals accused of specific crimes, even prior to conviction. Many Democrats called it a cynical attempt to weaponize a tragedy and warned it would erode civil liberties.

Mark understood the critiques but believed the measure was necessary for community safety. He didn’t see it as inconsistent with supporting humane, comprehensive reform. On January 20, 2025—the day of Trump’s second inauguration—he was one of a dozen Democrats who broke with the party to vote for the Laken Riley bill.

The blowback was immediate. Nearly a dozen Arizona immigrant rights groups signed a letter accusing Mark—and his new Senate colleague, Ruben Gallego—of betraying the rule of law. The groups wrote that the two senators’ support of the bill “embodies the darkest chapters of Arizona’s history on immigrants’ rights.”

Mark stood by his vote.

He often thought back to advice he’d received as a freshman senator from Joe Manchin, the Democratic Senator from West Virginia accustomed to defying his party in a state that had voted for Donald Trump by about 40 points. “Pick the one that’s easier for you to explain,” Manchin advised Mark. “That’s probably the right answer.”

Manchin’s counsel appealed to Mark. On the aircraft carriers and launch pads where he’d spent his career, partisan politics had never mattered. What counted was making good decisions, and articulating them clearly. Though Mark had unexpectedly found himself in electoral politics, he didn’t intend to change his approach.

“If you do this job and you’re always worried about the political consequences, it’s just not fun,” he says. “If I lose an election because of something I voted for, or something I said that I know to be true, so what? At the end of the day, on these bigger decisions, you just stick with what you think is right.”

THE “SEDITIOUS SIX”

Mark’s next test of courage came, improbably, from a short video released on November 18, 2025. He spoke for less than twenty seconds, but the clip had the potential to become one of the defining moments of his career in public life.

In the video, titled “Don’t Give Up the Ship,” Mark and five other Democratic lawmakers—all veterans or former national security professionals—warned that the administration was placing members of the military and national security apparatus in an untenable position.

“This administration is pitting our uniformed military and intelligence community professionals against American citizens,” they said. “Like us, you all swore an oath to protect and defend the Constitution. Right now, the threats to our Constitution aren’t just coming from abroad, but from right here at home. Our laws are clear: You can refuse illegal orders . . . You must refuse illegal orders. No one has to carry out orders that violate the law or our Constitution.”

The administration had recently begun deploying National Guard troops and even uniformed Marines into American cities, ostensibly to keep the peace and protect federal property. The controversial moves drew swift legal challenges and vocal opposition from local, state, and national leaders. At the same time, the U.S. military was conducting an escalating campaign of airstrikes in South America against cartels and gangs that Trump had designated as terrorist organizations.

Ten days after the video posted, footage would surface of a U.S. strike on a boat in the Caribbean Sea off Venezuela, which the administration said belonged to a narco-terrorist network. The Washington Post reported that Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth had issued a verbal order, which he disputed, to “kill everybody.” When two crew members survived the initial missile strike, a second strike nearly an hour later killed the survivors—a possible violation of legal prohibitions on killing defenseless people.

The New York Times subsequently reported that the United States may have used a plane disguised as a civilian aircraft to carry out a strike, a potential violation of a perfidy law that prohibits using civilian markings to surprise military targets. Episodes such as these, as well as questions over treating drug cartels as terrorist organizations, would prompt lawmakers and legal experts to question whether the United States had violated the laws of armed conflict. For some, it underscored the very concerns that had motivated Mark and his colleagues to speak out.

Nonetheless, the lawmakers’ video might have passed as a blip in the news cycle had Trump not responded on Truth Social: “SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH!”

“We got a reaction from him that none of us expected,” Mark recalls. “The point was to remind troops that if you get an illegal order, you don’t follow it. What you would expect from any normal president—if he was going to say anything—is that, of course, they shouldn’t follow illegal orders. And then maybe he’d say, ‘Hey, I would never give an illegal order.’”

Mark adds, “His reaction to what we said is all the evidence that anybody needs for why we said it.”

The public response to the video, predictably, fell mainly along partisan lines.

Many Democrats viewed it as a necessary affirmation of foundational principles of military service—including allegiance to the Constitution and the duty to refuse unlawful orders—at a moment when they believed the administration was overstepping constitutional boundaries.

Some critics in military circles worried that—even though the video emphasized only the duty to refuse unlawful orders—the message could confuse young service members, for whom obedience to lawful orders underpins discipline, cohesion, and the chain of command. Others saw nothing improper in reminding troops of their obligations under military law and the Constitution.

Many Republicans in Congress condemned the video, arguing that the message undermined the president’s authority as commander in chief and risked sowing disloyalty within the ranks. They also criticized it as a political ploy, pointing out that several of the lawmakers involved were potential 2028 presidential candidates, and that the controversy quickly appeared in fundraising appeals. Some labeled the Democrats “the Seditious Six.”

The controversy intensified when Hegseth launched an inquiry into whether Mark could be disciplined under the Uniform Code of Military Justice, the separate legal system that governs members of the armed forces. Unlike the other veterans in the video, who had been honorably discharged, Kelly remained a retired naval officer who received retirement pay and was still subject to the military justice system.

Seeking to punish a retired officer for speaking out in this way—not to mention a sitting U.S. senator, whose freedom of speech was protected not only under the First Amendment but also under the Constitution’s Speech or Debate Clause—was unprecedented.

Mark was determined not to let the administration intimidate him, and he also felt an obligation to protect the free speech rights of other retired veterans. Criticizing what he called Hegseth’s “unconstitutional crusade,” Mark sued the Pentagon, which had begun administrative proceedings to reduce his rank and retirement pay.

“It sends a chilling message to every retired member of the military,” Mark said in a statement. “If you speak out and say something that the president or secretary of defense doesn’t like, you will be censured, threatened with demotion, or even prosecuted . . . That’s not the way things work in the United States of America, and I won’t stand for it.”

On February 10, 2026, the New York Times reported that the Department of Justice had tried—and failed—to indict the six Democratic lawmakers in the video for interfering with military morale and discipline. Grand juries rarely reject indictments; in 2013, they did so only five times out of 165,000 cases nationwide. The Times called the refusal “a remarkable rebuke.” Even some Republicans, including retiring Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, condemned the effort as “political lawfare.”

Two days later, the judge overseeing Mark’s lawsuit against the Pentagon ruled in his favor. Rather than “shrink the First Amendment liberties of retired servicemembers,” the judge wrote, Hegseth should be grateful for their contributions to public debate. The opinion came from an appointee of former Republican president George W. Bush.

Publicly, Mark downplayed the surge in death threats against him and the other lawmakers after Trump’s initial tweet. But he understood the risks. “In any group of millions of people, you’ve got nutjobs,” he says. “I’m not so worried about the threats themselves. But the threats are indicative of the bigger issue that the president riles people up against anyone he perceives as a political enemy.”

Reflecting on his challenge to what he views as the administration’s unconstitutional actions and attempts to silence dissent, Mark has a simple response: “It’s my duty to do it.”

He had been shot at in combat, landed on heaving aircraft carrier decks at night, and hurled through space at more than twenty times the speed of sound. Throughout his life in service, decisive moments had been shaped by physical and moral courage.

After an assassin shot Gabby at point-blank range in the head, Mark supported his wife as she summoned her own courage. At first, it appeared as an open eye, then a syllable, a smile, a step. Years passed, and that courage began to walk with a cane. Sometimes it stuttered. Courage propelled the woman once dubbed the “Energizer rabbit” by the Arizona Republic to continue to crisscross the country, haltingly, to fight for safer schools and communities.

Some days, Gabby and Mark would make those visits together, meeting families shattered by gun violence who endured the unimaginable. Side by side, often holding hands, they’d share their story, urging others, especially students, to face fear and find purpose.

After those visits, Mark would return to the Capitol. He’d think of his wife casting a vote to expand health care to millions of Americans despite the threats against her, and of his predecessor protecting that same law with a defiant thumbs-down. He’d remember the tear gas and broken glass of his earliest days in office. And in the face of hard votes and incendiary language directed at him by the nation’s commander in chief and others, he would continue to live by the mantra that had carried him through four decades of service:

Damn the torpedoes! Full speed ahead!




CONGRESSMAN BRIAN FITZPATRICK
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“To Build Bridges, Not Burn Them”
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“Brian Fitzpatrick is the best thing that ever happened to me,” says ex-convict Brian McLaughlin. Nearly nineteen years earlier, Special Agent Brian Fitzpatrick had flashed his badge and prepared to put McLaughlin behind bars—away from his wife and five children—for years to come.

It was 2006, and McLaughlin was soaring, or so it seemed. He had risen from local electrician to New York State assemblyman and president of the New York City AFL-CIO Central Labor Council, a 1.5-million-member organization representing the city’s labor unions. Charismatic and influential, McLaughlin was even discussed as a possible Democratic candidate for mayor of New York City.

“It was a lengthy, frustrating investigation that had dragged on for years,” says Mike Campi, head of the FBI’s New York public corruption squad and later the author of Mafia Takedown: The Incredible True Story of the FBI Agent Who Devastated the New York Mob. “Some agents didn’t want anything to do with it, so I assigned it to Brian.”

Brian, who had dreamed of joining the bureau since high school, was in his rookie year in the field. Young and eager, he dove into the case, code-named Operation City Lights.

For four years, he followed McLaughlin through a covert network of informants—through Albany back rooms, union rallies, and construction sites across Gotham. The city and state were so often plagued by corruption that many New Yorkers saw “pay to play” as the norm, and construction was often the epicenter of political graft, enriching men like McLaughlin.

McLaughlin remembers the moment he first crossed the line. “A contractor handed me an envelope with two grand and said, ‘This is what I gave your predecessor.’ I just took it. That’s how it worked.”

The FBI called it akrasia—a moral unraveling. “Even the most well-intended, principled people, when they’re surrounded every day by others who flout the rules, start to see that as the new normal,” Brian explains. “Eventually, violating those norms doesn’t feel outrageous anymore. That’s what happened to Mr. McLaughlin, as I’ve seen happen with so many others.”

On the evening of March 1, 2006, Brian drove to McLaughlin’s Long Island home. His wife answered the door and then shouted, “Mac, somebody’s here to see you.” When McLaughlin appeared and saw Brian’s badge, the color drained from his face. He followed Brian and two other officers outside into the cold, dark air.

“I informed him that we had been following him and his activities for a four-year period,” Brian says. He laid out the evidence that would become a 186-page indictment, showing how McLaughlin had pocketed more than $2.2 million in public money. He’d bought a new Mercedes-Benz for his wife, created no-show jobs for contractors, and paid for marina fees, country club memberships, and even his son’s wedding rehearsal dinner by abusing his public office.

The purpose of the confrontation was to flip McLaughlin into an informant.

“What you need to do,” Brian told him, “is get a lawyer, have that lawyer call our prosecutor, and start working with us. It’s the best thing you can do.”

McLaughlin agreed.

Shortly afterward, nearly a thousand agents launched the overt phase of the investigation, executing search warrants and rolling up accomplices across the state.

Many cooperators were unreliable, forgetting recorders or botching conversations. McLaughlin needed no coaching. “He had the gift of gab,” Brian recalls. “He studied the statutes. He was taking people down left and right. The sky was the limit to his cooperation. He was just doing remarkable work. I have handled many, many cooperating witnesses and informants. None of them came close to Brian McLaughlin.”

According to Campi, information obtained through McLaughlin’s cooperation helped bring down scores of figures in organized crime and the state legislature, including the successful conviction of Sheldon Silver, the longtime Speaker of the New York State Assembly, in 2015. Silver’s conviction was one of the FBI’s highest-profile anti-corruption takedowns of that era. Over two decades in office, he had steered state-supported business to favored allies and shaped legislation to benefit them. In turn, they funneled millions of dollars back to Silver and his associates.

When sentencing came, Brian submitted a letter requesting a reduced sentence for McLaughlin, a standard practice for cooperators whose testimony leads to major convictions. The U.S. District Court judge rejected the request. McLaughlin’s conduct “staggers the mind,” he said. The judge imposed a ten-year sentence, the same term both sides had agreed would have been appropriate absent cooperation.

“It was one of the hardest days of my life,” Brian recalls. “It sent a terrible signal to cooperators and would-be cooperators. I was sick to my stomach over the potential impact this would have on future investigations.”

Afterward, he went to McLaughlin’s home, where the family welcomed him in. He sat with McLaughlin’s children, the youngest just eight years old. Brian reassured them that their father could get through it, and that he himself would monitor McLaughlin’s well-being during his incarceration. To the eight-year-old, Brian said that one day her father would walk her down the aisle.

“She never forgot that,” McLaughlin recalls. “The youngest, she couldn’t understand it. The day I left, it was the worst day of my life. Him showing up like that—it meant so much.”

From prison, McLaughlin continued to cooperate. He sought treatment for alcoholism, embraced religion, and after five years and three months, earned early release for good conduct and continued assistance to the FBI.

“I deserved what I got,” he says in his thick Queens accent, while heading out to teach aspiring electricians at a trade school in New York City in 2025. “I’ve got a good life now, helping at-risk men and women get good-paying careers. That wouldn’t have been possible without Brian Fitzpatrick. He’s a great leader. If I put on one hand the people I care most about in this world—my mutha, my fatha, my brutha, my kids—and there’s Brian Fitzpatrick.”

A SIMPLER ERA

Jim and Mary Fitzpatrick were both nineteen-year-olds in New York City when they met on a blind date in 1953. They married and ultimately moved to Levittown, Pennsylvania, about thirty miles northeast of Philadelphia. They raised eight children on Jim’s income as a traveling pharmaceutical salesman. Brian, the youngest, was born when his mother was thirty-nine and his oldest sister was sixteen. The family jokes that he’s the “caboose.”

Levittown was a postwar experiment in the American dream: modest homes, community pools, shopping centers, and tight-knit neighbors. The original Levittown was built on Long Island for returning World War II veterans. The Pennsylvania version became the backdrop of Brian’s childhood.

The Fitzpatrick home had a wide lawn, a white picket fence, and American flags in the yard. It was modest but roomy enough; when older siblings moved out, younger siblings claimed the bedrooms they left behind. “We never knew we were poor until someone told us,” Brian remembers.

Levittown was the kind of place where families put down roots. Jim even turned down promotions to avoid moving. “When we came here, we thought we’d be here forever,” he says. Sixty-three years later, he and Mary still live in the same house. All but one of their children remain in Bucks County.

The family had one car, a wood-paneled Ford Country Squire. If you needed sugar or flour, Brian recalls, you knocked on a neighbor’s door. The mothers played bridge together and had a babysitting club. Jim and other fathers—veterans using the G.I. Bill to pay for college—carpooled to night classes at La Salle University. All the Fitzpatrick kids worked, often at a local Dairy Delite ice cream shop, or on newspaper routes handed down from sibling to sibling.

Everyone knew everyone. Brian remembers kids playing outside until dark, riding bikes, climbing trees, and belting out “Top of the World” on the swings. Their kickball field consisted of spray-painted bases on the street; games paused whenever a car approached. After dusk, they switched to “Ghost in the Graveyard,” a nighttime game of hiding and chase, until parents called them in.

Brian recalls a childhood without cell phones or cable news, when conversation filled the spaces now claimed by screens. “Simplicity is the key to happiness,” he says. “It’s the key to health. It’s the key to communication. It’s the key to everything. I’m very thankful to have grown up in that era, at that time, in that family. Check, check, check. I hit the jackpot on all three.”

The family was proudly Irish Catholic. Brian’s sister Maggie still runs an Irish step-dancing studio in Bucks County. Brian danced too—until reaching the age when boys were expected to switch from pants to kilts. That was his cue to bow out. Years later, when he and Maggie taught a YMCA class about Ireland, she watched him get up and perform an Irish dance, not missing a step.

Mary Fitzpatrick was a constant presence in her children’s lives, and, Jim says, the reason he and his children had great lives. For seventy years, Jim has called Mary “Mom.” “That term is special,” he says. “The best title ever.”

Maggie, who was a rebellious kid, remembers her mother as strict but fair. “I’m grateful for it now,” she says. As the youngest, Brian received more maternal attention than the rest. “I had six moms growing up,” Brian jokes, “my five sisters and my mom.”

Jim was a Korean War veteran who consistently downplayed his service. Stationed in Canada doing military communications and logistics work, he felt lesser than others because he hadn’t been in combat. “It was ridiculous,” Brian says. “Everyone who served in the military served a critical role, as part of a team. His humility is a common and admirable trait of so many who have served our nation.”

Humility and service shaped the Fitzpatrick household. Jim was scoutmaster of Troop 124 and served on the local zoning board. In 1973, frustrated by corruption he believed was tied to a new mall project, he ran for township supervisor. “I wanted to open the doors, make things visible and transparent to everybody,” he recalls.

It wasn’t to be. Jim, who ran as a Democrat, won a tough primary but lost the general election. Brian was born a month later, on a December night so cold that Jim had to use a hair dryer and boiling water to unfreeze the car door to get Mary to the hospital.

Even in defeat, public service remained a family priority. Mike, the oldest boy and nine years ahead of Brian, became the family’s trailblazer. “He was always the leader,” Maggie says. “He took the kids who didn’t fit in and made them part of his group.” After graduating from the local Catholic high school all the siblings attended, Mike earned a scholarship to a Catholic college, returned home for law school, and then ran for state representative.

There was one problem. The district voted four to one for Democrats, and Mike, drawn to Ronald Reagan’s Cold War message, was running as a Republican. His opponent was a longtime and widely beloved Democratic assemblyman. Mike “worked his tail off,” Brian says, knocking on every door three times. Brian, then in high school, worked the polls for his brother on Election Day. “His opponent was at my polling station all day,” he remembers. “Everyone knew him. Everyone was giving him kisses. I called Mike and said, ‘I’m trying my best, big brother, but I’m getting killed here.’”

When the results came in, Mike had nearly pulled off the impossible, falling short by just two hundred votes. “I cried,” Brian says. “Someone you love puts everything they have into something and comes so close. You can’t help but be overcome by emotion.”

Nonetheless, Mike’s electoral overperformance had impressed the state’s Republican leaders, who appointed Mike to fill a vacancy on the Bucks County Board of Commissioners. It launched a lifelong career in public service, one that would later take Mike to Congress and inspire his younger brother to follow.

Politics held no appeal for Brian back then. In fact, he says, he hated politics. He was hooked on Law & Order and wanted to join the FBI to protect the country. His father offered practical advice: The bureau mainly hired lawyers and public accountants. So Brian became both. He graduated summa cum laude in accounting from La Salle University, then earned a JD and an MBA from Penn State University in three years instead of five.

“Accounting was miserable,” he admits with a laugh. “But it’s how the score is kept in business. It forces you to use a different part of your brain. I’m glad I did it.”

After graduate school, Brian was selected for the U.S. Justice Department’s Honors Program and clerked in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania. He had interviewed with both the FBI and the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, but the FBI was dragging its feet. After a final interview with the legendary Manhattan DA Robert Morgenthau, whose prosecutions had included the murderer of John Lennon, Brian accepted an offer to work in New York City.

It was the summer of 2001.

DREAM JOB

On the morning of September 11, 2001, Brian was drafting a legal opinion on a high-profile criminal matter for his clerkship at the U.S. courthouse in Philadelphia. As lower Manhattan burned, the judge’s chief of staff kept returning with updates: first plane, second plane; first tower, second tower.

The courthouse shut down. Cell networks collapsed. Crowds rushed for trains out of the city. Brian went to his parents’ house, where his father sat in front of the television for days, shaken. “Our country’s never going to be the same,” Jim said, again and again. “He wasn’t wrong,” Brian says.

Nine days later, still in shock, Brian watched from the couch as President George W. Bush addressed the nation. He was mesmerized. “I loved this man’s unifying speech,” he remembers. “This is what our country needs. He’s the right man at the right time, leading us through an unprecedented situation.”

The image of Bush speaking to Congress stayed with Brian for decades. Years later, he would sit with the former president and tell him how that moment had changed his life.

Within forty-eight hours of Bush’s address, Brian called the Manhattan DA’s office to decline their offer. “They were very taken aback—shocked,” he says. “People don’t turn down the Manhattan DA.” But he had made up his mind. His country had been attacked, and the FBI would be central to keeping it safe. It was the bureau or bust.

The screening process was rigorous: polygraphs, physical fitness tests, and extensive background checks. Many candidates washed out. But within a year of the attacks, Brian entered the FBI Academy.

Located next to The Basic School of the Marine Corps in Quantico, the academy is the bureau’s equivalent of boot camp. Trainees scaled walls, learned defensive tactics, and passed marksmanship and judgment tests. Actors moved through the mock streets of “Hogan’s Alley,” a ten-acre training town used to stage crime scenes, gunfights, and other high-stress encounters.

“It’s both physical and mental,” Brian recalls. “You learn every statute you’ll enforce—white-collar crime, terrorism, counterintelligence, behavioral analysis, everything.” Though he’d never fired a gun before Quantico, Brian became an expert marksman. He graduated first in his class, joined the corruption squad in the FBI’s New York office, then led the operation that turned McLaughlin into a source and resulted in one of the largest political corruption prosecutions in recent history.

In 2007 the bureau sought volunteers to support military operations in Iraq. Brian deployed to a Joint Special Operations Command task force at Balad Air Base, north of Baghdad, during the U.S. troop surge to stem sectarian violence among Sunni insurgents, Shia militias, and al-Qaeda. He worked seven days a week as the lead interrogator for the FBI’s al-Qaeda unit in Iraq. The stakes were high and the work was often time-sensitive, leaving little time for sleep.

Brian and his team sometimes traveled “outside the wire,” leaving the secure perimeter of the base to conduct battlefield interrogations. Many days, though, were spent in a windowless compound of beige concrete and concertina wire, brightly lit and filled with the steady hum of generators. The routine grew both familiar and relentless. Several times a night, special forces raided the homes of suspected terrorists and brought detainees back to the base. Intelligence teams scoured phones, computers, and other electronics, piecing together information and mapping networks. Analysts then gave Brian the questions they needed answered. He spent hours interrogating detainees and completing detailed intelligence reports.

Some detainees, like a militant who admitted to setting up an IED that had killed two Air Force personnel, were clear offenders. Others were innocent bystanders, which the bureau called “incidental collection.”

Interrogators used tactics such as sleep deprivation and emotional pressure, including showing family photos, to elicit information. “Some of that was uncomfortable,” Brian says, especially after the revelations of torture and abuse by U.S. military and intelligence personnel at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. “But during my time there I insisted that my team always treat these detainees as human beings, regardless of how evil they were. We were representing the United States of America.”

He was proud to help bring al-Qaeda members to justice, yet Iraq left him with a sober understanding of war’s limits. “War is a failure on so many fronts,” he says. “A lot of mismanagement. A lot of unnecessary deaths.” The experience deepened his respect for stability and the rule of law, and the institutions that upheld both.

Years later, his next overseas posting took him to Ukraine, a country locked in its own shadow war. As a senior FBI agent at the U.S. Embassy, he was based in Kyiv, a vibrant riverside capital just 150 miles from Russia’s border. The city pulsed with energy. Ukrainians had recently ousted a Russian-backed president in the 2014 Euromaidan Revolution, and a new generation of leaders was steering the country toward the West. Cafés were full, students crowded the metro, and the city’s historic squares still carried the charge of the uprising.

Brian’s job was to strengthen Ukraine’s security services. He helped create an anticorruption organization that exposed a Russian intelligence network built on bribes that was embedded deep into government institutions. The work was high-stakes and demanded constant vigilance. His “counterintelligence antenna” was always up, he remembers. Russian operatives seemed to be following him everywhere, folded into the city’s daily rhythms. As one of the few Americans working openly with Ukrainian security officials, Brian assumed Vladimir Putin’s intelligence service never took its eyes off of him.

Kyiv left him with a deep affection for the Ukrainian people and a profound respect for their fight for freedom. He knew Putin would not stop his assault on their independence. What he didn’t know was that the lessons he carried from his time in Ukraine would one day collide with the pressures of Congress and demand one of the hardest and most consequential decisions of his life.

HERO AND BEST FRIEND

“I’m heartbroken to tell you this,” Brian said to his boss, the head of the FBI’s Los Angeles Division, in 2016. “But I have to be back home with my family. I need a leave of absence, and I might not be coming back.”

After returning from Kyiv, Brian had been reassigned to the FBI’s Orange County office. He was about a decade and a half into his service at the bureau. He loved the work and intended to make it his only career. Then came the news from home about his brother Mike.

At first, the melanoma on Mike’s foot had looked like a mere freckle. Mike’s daughter, a nurse, urged him to get it checked out. He’d beaten colon cancer years earlier, and she worried that cancer might have caught up with him again.

Fifty years old and a father of six, Congressman Mike Fitzpatrick kept an intense schedule as the representative of Pennsylvania’s Eighth District. He was pragmatic and unfailingly bipartisan—“moderate, easy to get along with,” his longtime strategist recalled. Along with a handful of other centrists, Mike helped defuse many of the standoffs between the Obama White House and Congress.

“Every time I walked around with him, every Democrat I ran into said, ‘Your brother’s our favorite guy,’” Brian recalls. “It was just the way he conducted himself. He wasn’t one of these saber-rattlers going on the House floor or cable news attacking his colleagues.”

One of Mike’s greatest accomplishments was establishing Washington Crossing National Cemetery, a new veterans’ burial ground in Bucks County, three miles from where George Washington’s troops crossed the Delaware River and helped turn the tide of the Revolutionary War. Mike had secured the cemetery for his district after years of persistent bipartisan work.

Busy with congressional and family responsibilities, he canceled multiple appointments before a doctor finally examined his foot. The news was bleak: cancer, again. Surgeons removed the growth and told him to return in the coming months to determine whether the disease had spread.

“He came back, and it was in his lungs,” Brian says. “Melanoma’s very, very quick.”

The disease was likely terminal. Mike shared the news with the family in Levittown.

Brian realized he had to return home to Pennsylvania. He also knew the FBI was a one-way street. Once you left, you couldn’t come back. It was bureau policy.

Brian left anyway.

With Mike’s diagnosis—and a long-standing commitment to term limits—he decided he wouldn’t seek reelection in 2016. Mike softly encouraged, but didn’t pressure, Brian to run.

For Brian, running for Congress was a way to return home, advance his brother’s legacy, and, if elected, continue serving his community and country. He entered the race without a job or any contact with party officials apart from his big brother’s endorsement.

That endorsement was especially important for the primary election, as populist energy built within the Republican base and flowed toward more partisan candidates in many districts across the nation.

“If I had just come in on my own as a moderate running in a primary, it would have been much tougher,” Brian recalls. “I’m not saying I wouldn’t have won, but it would’ve been much tougher. Moderates always have challenges running in closed primary states like Pennsylvania [where independents cannot vote in primaries]. Mike’s legacy and credibility—and, more importantly, his advice and guidance—were incredibly important.”

Shortly after Brian entered the race, the frontrunner, a conservative state legislator, dropped out. Brian crushed the remaining primary field, receiving 78 percent of the vote, and prepared for a slog in the general election.

Pennsylvania’s Eighth District was one of the nation’s most competitive, rated a toss-up by pundits. The Clinton and Trump presidential campaigns both fiercely contested the area; Trump held a raucous four-thousand-person rally in Bucks County just two weeks before Election Day.

On Election Day, the district split nearly evenly between Trump and Clinton. Brian overperformed the top of the ticket and won by nearly 9 points. He had distanced himself from the Trump campaign’s most divisive rhetoric and emphasized his own national security bona fides while running against an incumbent Democratic state legislator. “If you want to know the difference between the two people on the stage right now,” he said in one debate, “one is a career politician and one spent his career arresting politicians.”

As Brian found his footing in Washington as a forty-three-year-old in a radically new career, he was grateful that he could lean on his older brother for advice. Mike even held the Bible when Brian was sworn in. But as the months passed, Mike’s strength flagged. He’d been doing stints at the University of Pennsylvania hospital, receiving regular infusions of a battery of drugs.

“They kept him alive for much longer than we thought he would be,” Brian says.

On January 6, 2020, Mike Fitzpatrick passed away at age fifty-six. Brian pinned his tribute to Mike to the top of his social media feed.

“My heart is broken,” Brian wrote. “My big brother Mike was my hero and my best friend . . . He has gone from my hero to my guardian angel. I love you so much big brother. And I will see you soon.”

The family buried Mike at Washington Crossing National Cemetery, the place he had spent years fighting to establish. “We are all here because of Mike Fitzpatrick,” says cemetery director Jason Guenther. “He made this possible.”

In Section 33, among thousands of men and women who also served the nation, Mike rests beneath the same gray headstone as everyone else, equal in death. The marker makes no mention of his political career or his role in creating the cemetery. It bears a Celtic cross honoring his Irish heritage and the inscription:


MOST BELOVED HUSBAND DAD

SON BROTHER

FOREVER LOVED



It is a fitting final resting place for a man who spent his life serving others.

“BE WITH YOUR BOSSES”

From the moment he arrived in Congress, Brian was a thorn in the side of the Trump White House and GOP leadership.

“Brian, you’re a Republican,” he recalls various party leaders saying to him. “This is a Republican bill. Put the jersey on.”

“There was this mindset here that you’ve got to be part of ‘the team,’” Brian says. “But they view ‘the team’ as their political party in D.C.”

It created a fog of its own, he recalls. “They get so caught up in all the pomp and all the party rallies and they lose sight.”

Brian sees public service differently. “It’s not just a referendum on a person or a president or a party,” he says. “It’s a bill with text, with policies that are going to have a massive impact on people’s lives. And that’s what you’ve got to focus on.”

He often remembers his older brother’s advice: “Once votes are done, get on the train and get the hell out of D.C. Get back home to be with your bosses.”

“Public service means the people are here and you’re here,” Brian says, gesturing levels with his hand to show the people above the elected representatives. “This title is not ours. This office is not ours. It’s the People’s title and the People’s office. It’s on loan to us. And we’re a servant to them.”

Long conversations with constituents at community gatherings, parades, and grocery stores had convinced him that most Americans were far less partisan than the politics conducted in their name. “The way Congress works now, if you get 218 votes, you get everything. If you get 217, you get nothing,” he says. “But a 218–217 breakdown means that our country does not want one side to steamroll the other. It means our country is divided and wants cooperation. Most people understand that. If they’re in a marriage, or any other personal relationship, they should know compromise is essential to everything.”

His own upbringing reinforced that view. Growing up in his Levittown neighborhood in the 1980s, “if you didn’t talk to Democrats, you had no one to talk to.” Members of his family had run for office as both Republicans and Democrats. Brian gravitated slightly toward the GOP mainly because he saw Ronald Reagan as inclusive, aspirational, and unifying. He never believed any one political party had a monopoly on good ideas.

“Catholics believe in the dignity of immigrants,” he says. “We believe in preserving the social safety net. The most impactful Bible scripture that guides my every decision is ‘that which you do to the least of my people, you do to me.’ These are the lessons we were taught, and it is what I believe to my core. So we grew up in a bipartisan faith, and in a bipartisan community. That’s who we are.”

In January 2017, on the afternoon he was sworn in, Brian introduced a package of good-governance and anticorruption reforms. The proposals included congressional term limits, open primaries that would allow independents to vote, and independent commissions to end gerrymandering—the practice of state legislatures drawing congressional districts to carve out overwhelmingly Democratic or Republican districts. The legislation had no realistic chance of passing in that two-year Congress, especially when introduced on day one by a freshman. But it sent a message about who Brian was and what he prioritized.

His first major vote came soon after, when he opposed the repeal of the Affordable Care Act, the ACA, a top priority for the Trump administration. Brian felt the full-court press. The party’s House deputy whip summoned him to deliver a warning, followed by the majority whip, then the majority leader, then the Speaker alone, and then the Speaker surrounded by the full GOP leadership. Cabinet secretaries called after, then the vice president, and ultimately the president. One by one, Brian turned them down.

Republicans had campaigned on repealing the ACA ever since it became law in 2010. But the party was far from unified on what should replace it.

“They got caught off guard,” Brian says. “They tried to scrap something together. But this is health care. It’s so important.”

He believed the bill that party leaders rushed to produce was insufficient and poorly written. He had listened to hospitals and health care providers in his district, as well as constituents who feared skyrocketing premiums or insurance companies denying them coverage because of their preexisting conditions. He thought there was plenty to improve in the ACA, but he concluded that a full repeal “wasn’t good for our district, and wasn’t good for our country.”

Over and over, his colleagues warned him: If we don’t pass this bill, we’re going to get trounced in the midterms.

Brian argued the opposite. “If you want to ‘win’ the midterms, reach across the aisle, shock the hell out of the American people, and show them you can govern,” he said. “That’s how you win—by winning their respect and their trust—not by cramming through single-party solutions.”

The process Republicans were using to bypass a Senate filibuster required three separate votes. Three times Brian had to oppose his party’s top priority at a moment when Republicans controlled the House, Senate, and White House. He voted no each time.

Ultimately, the repeal effort collapsed—not in the House but on the Senate floor, when John McCain returned to Washington days after brain surgery and, in the middle of the night, cast the decisive vote with a dramatic thumbs-down. Brian believed his own warnings had been borne out: The party’s rush to dismantle the ACA without a viable replacement alienated voters far beyond Washington.

Approaching the 2018 midterm elections, the political headwinds were stiff for Republicans. On top of the broader political environment, redistricting had made Brian’s newly renumbered district, now Pennsylvania’s First, slightly more Democratic.

“That election cycle was not fun,” Brian recalls. “But our community back home knows me, and they knew Mike. They know what motivates us and what we’re about. They know we’re one of them.”

He marshaled every resource he had, including his mom, who appeared in a campaign ad praising his independence and his stand on health care. “During my battle with breast cancer, Brian never left my side,” Mary said to the camera. “Brian understands what health care means to families. He protected people with preexisting conditions and stood up to his own party.”

Brian closed the ad by saying, “I approve this message, because we should all be listening to our moms.” At the polls, voters repeated Brian’s line back to him, saying they were supporting him because of what his mother had said.

The midterms were a bloodbath for Republicans. First-time Democratic candidates for Congress, including many military veterans, such as Mikie Sherrill and Jared Golden, flipped swing districts across the country. Several of Brian’s colleagues who had pressured him to change his ACA vote lost their seats.

Brian survived, but it was close. As a newcomer in 2016, he had won by 8.8 points. Two years later, his margin of victory had shrunk to 2.6 points.

Brian’s reputation for independence had carried him to reelection, but it didn’t always shield him from blowback. In July 2019, Trump attacked four freshman Democratic congresswomen known as the Squad, urging them to “go back” to the “totally broken and crime-infested places from which they came.” Three were born in the United States, and all were citizens, as required by the Constitution. House Democrats drafted a resolution condemning the president’s remarks as “racist.”

Brian was one of just four Republicans to vote yes. “The excoriating I got from the Republicans back home was more than I’ve got for anything,” he recalls. “‘How can you do this? How can you side with the Squad?’ And I said, ‘I’m not siding with the Squad. I think that language is unbecoming of a president.’ That was a big, big blowback, but I stood my ground.”

As Maggie sees it, Brian “gets it from both sides because of where he is in the middle. But he always says, ‘I’m going to do what’s right. I’m not going to do what one side or the other wants me to do.’”

While he wasn’t afraid to take a lonely stand, he preferred building coalitions. That’s why, in one of his first moves in Congress, he joined the Problem Solvers Caucus, a bipartisan group committed to “advancing common-sense solutions to key issues facing our nation.” His brother Mike had been a member. “Pragmatic people, two-party solutions, compromise,” Brian says. “Problem Solvers is just a space that I feel most comfortable in.”

His colleagues voted for him to co-chair the caucus, working on issues ranging from gun safety to COVID-19 relief. Brian valued the community of like-minded colleagues, even as he longed for it to be larger.

“I wish we didn’t need a Problem Solvers Caucus,” he told one interviewer. “I wish it was just called Congress.”

One of their biggest bipartisan tests came in 2021 with President Biden’s landmark $1.2 trillion infrastructure bill. Brian joined a group of Problem Solvers and other centrists in Annapolis at the residence of Maryland Governor Larry Hogan, a moderate Republican. Over the course of a two-day summit, they hammered out the details of a bill they believed could win support across the aisle. The massive bill that emerged provided funding for all fifty states to modernize roads, rails, ports, and waterways. It also invested in electric vehicle charging stations and affordable broadband.

Back in Washington, Brian became a key liaison to top Biden aide Steve Ricchetti, who at the time served as counselor to the president.

“It was quite the interesting experience,” Brian says dryly, “working with President Biden’s chief adviser on something of this magnitude.”

Progressive Democrats were holding out, insisting that Congress pair the infrastructure bill with Biden’s broader climate and social policy bill known as the Build Back Better plan. Without enough Democratic votes to pass the stand-alone infrastructure package, the White House needed moderate Republicans. Each day, Brian updated Ricchetti with his latest whip count.

The White House was wary. “Man, this is Russian roulette,” Brian recalls Ricchetti telling him. “If we put this on the floor and it goes down . . .”

Brian assured him he had thirteen Republican votes, “ironclad.” But for a Democratic administration to rely on Republicans to deliver one of the president’s signature priorities at such a polarized moment required real trust.

“I think I can trust you,” Brian recalls Ricchetti saying. “But this is high stakes.”

After several false starts, Democratic leaders took the gamble and brought the bill to the floor. It passed, 228 to 206. All thirteen Republicans in Brian’s bloc held firm and provided the winning margin.

Democrats were elated, and Brian was relieved. The mood inside the GOP conference, however, turned sour. The vote came just three days after Republican Glenn Youngkin’s upset win in the Virginia governor’s race. Many Republicans believed Biden was politically weakened—and now, many of his colleagues thought the group Brian led had rescued his presidency.

At the next House Republican Conference meeting, Brian recalls, “the pitchforks were out.” Representative Bob Good, then chairman of the far-right House Freedom Caucus, referred to the group as the “Biden 13.” Several Republicans argued in front of all their colleagues that the thirteen should be stripped of their committee assignments, a punishment typically reserved for serious ethical violations or criminal indictments. GOP leaders ultimately resisted that step, though they did not publicly or forcefully rebuke Good or other critics in the meeting.

“With very few exceptions,” Brian notes, “that was the last conference meeting that I’ve attended.”

He kept his committee seats. But once again, his actions showed whom he believed he worked for.

“A SHOCKING MOVE EVEN FOR FITZPATRICK”

It was late on the evening of July 3, 2025, soon to be an all-nighter in the House of Representatives. The vote was still open on Trump’s legacy-defining “One Big Beautiful Bill,” and all eyes were on a handful of Republican holdouts.

The legislation, billed as the centerpiece of Trump’s second term, sought to extend the tax cuts from his first administration, boost domestic manufacturing, and advance Republican priorities such as immigration enforcement. Many Democrats saw something else entirely: a continuation of generous corporate and personal income tax breaks financed by sweeping reductions to Medicaid, food assistance, and clean-energy programs.

With no Democratic support and a thin, eight-seat GOP majority in the House, Republican leaders struggled to satisfy the competing factions inside their party. Concessions to moderates alienated conservatives; appeasing the far right unnerved swing-district members. Self-imposed deadlines slipped by. After months of internal disputes and delays, Trump declared he wanted the bill on his desk by July 4, 2025.

When the House took up the initial legislation—but not the bill in its final iteration—in late May, Brian voted yes, albeit with reservations. He praised provisions that cut middle-class taxes, secured the border, and strengthened national security. But he also made clear that any major changes to Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security, and the SNAP food assistance program—better known to most Americans as food stamps—were nonstarters on final passage. “Red lines,” he called them. He vowed to monitor the Senate’s work on the legislation and said his ultimate vote would depend on what the Senate sent back.

When the House and Senate pass different versions of a bill, the chambers must reconcile them—either through informal negotiations or a formal House–Senate conference committee. Both chambers must pass identical text before the bill can go to the president for his signature. Ordinarily, the Senate, with senators serving six-year terms and representing larger constituencies, acts as a moderating force. Legend has it that George Washington once remarked to Thomas Jefferson that the Senate was the saucer meant to cool the House’s hot tea.

Not, however, in the summer of 2025. When the Senate passed the bill 51–50 on July 1, with Vice President JD Vance breaking the tie after three Republican defections, it was a more conservative version than what the House had produced. Medicaid was treated more harshly. Some renewable energy investment tax credits were removed. Stricter work requirements for food stamps threatened to push people off the rolls.

The bill headed back to the House for final approval before it would go to Trump for his signature. And that version of the bill had crossed several of Brian’s red lines.

Then came the gut punch.

A few days before the vote, press reports revealed that the Department of Defense was halting weapons shipments to Ukraine. The Pentagon said the freeze was a response to dwindling stockpiles. Many, however, viewed the stoppage as an attempt to pressure Ukraine to come to the negotiating table and make concessions to Russia.

The move drew outrage from both parties. For Brian, it was personal. The Ukrainians resisting Putin’s brutal invasion were his former colleagues at the National Anti-Corruption Bureau. They were the hopeful young people he remembered from Kyiv’s Maidan Square, if they had not already been killed defending their country.

As co-chair of the bipartisan Congressional Ukraine Caucus, Brian helped spearhead major legislation to sanction Russia and bolster Ukraine’s defenses. He had visited the country several times since the 2022 invasion. Just months before the One Big Beautiful Bill neared a vote, Brian had met with Ukrainian President Zelenskyy in Kyiv and traveled across the country to the front lines in Kharkiv. At a Ukrainian training facility, on an olive-green artillery round, he scrawled in black Sharpie:


To: Putin

From: PA-1

#PeaceThroughStrength



Now those munitions, which Congress had previously authorized and funded, were subject to a Pentagon-ordered review and temporary pause. In Brian’s view, the Trump administration was abandoning Ukrainians on the front lines, just as party leaders were pressing him to support the administration’s top legislative priority.

The Senate version of the megabill had crossed his policy red lines. The Pentagon’s freeze appeared to cross a moral one.

On July 2, as the House prepared to vote on the Senate’s bill, Brian sent a letter demanding an emergency briefing from the White House and Pentagon on the weapons hold. Then he went to the House floor.

Republican leaders were struggling to corral the remaining holdouts. Five Republicans, including Brian, had voted no on a procedural motion to advance the legislation, and eight more were undecided. House Speaker Mike Johnson could only afford to lose three. The vote stayed open for more than seven hours—the longest in House history—as Johnson and his allies pleaded, pressured, and offered concessions to win over the rebels.

Republican leaders had stopped calling Brian. In his view, they knew where he stood. He had told them what he needed changed to get his vote. They knew how to reach him if they made his changes.

Shortly after midnight, Trump posted on Truth Social: “What are the Republicans waiting for??? What are you trying to prove??? MAGA IS NOT HAPPY, AND IT’S COSTING YOU VOTES!!!” Under pressure from the president and their own leaders, all of the remaining Republican dissidents folded on the procedural motion to move the bill to the floor, except Brian.

The bill passed hours later, 218–214, with all Democrats opposed and only two Republicans voting no: Brian Fitzpatrick and Thomas Massie of Kentucky, a libertarian-minded member periodically at odds with the Trump administration.

Politico called Brian’s stance “a shocking move even for Fitzpatrick.” His phone lit up with calls and texts from longtime supporters who were distraught. Days later, the administration lifted the weapons freeze in Ukraine.

“It’s always hard when people that have been with me since I first ran in 2016 call me and are so disappointed,” he says. “But all you can do is tell them, ‘Listen, I can’t violate my conscience . . . And hopefully over the past eight years, you’ve learned to trust my judgment and give me the leeway to do what I think is right.’”

Not everyone was inclined to give him that benefit of the doubt. “Good luck against President Trump’s wrath and his current $1.4 billion 2026 war chest,” right-wing social media influencer Laura Loomer taunted on Twitter. At an event in Pittsburgh several weeks after signing the bill, Trump obliquely referenced Brian and his perceived disloyalty. “I did him a big personal favor. As big as you can get, having to do with death and life,” Trump said. “Sure as hell, he voted against us . . . So much for favors.”

Brian took it in stride. “Trump’s been complaining about me a lot,” he shrugged.

The messy passage of the president’s signature legislation, along with the political problems that Republicans who opposed it would likely face, encouraged some Republican lawmakers to retire. North Carolina Senator Thom Tillis, one of only three Republican senators who’d opposed the bill, announced he would not seek reelection. Within weeks of the vote, reports surfaced that Trump’s political director was in Bucks County, looking to recruit a primary challenger to Brian.

Brian wasn’t worried, although a primary challenge would prove a nuisance if it materialized. Though he was the rare Republican representing a district that had repeatedly voted for Democrats at the top of the ticket, “I still get primaried every time I run,” he notes, “because I dare to show independence. I embrace the challenge.”

But while some of the party’s most ardent Trump supporters were enraged, plenty of others were grateful for his stand. “I’m actually getting more people thanking me,” Brian says. “Not Republicans—just regular folks. It’s surprising how many come up and say they appreciate it. You don’t always realize how many are paying attention, but they are.”

Never much of a partisan, Brian had become increasingly disillusioned with the two-party system. His social media feed prominently touted him as “a fiercely independent voice”—“Ranked #1 Most Independent in the Nation.” It hardly mentioned his party affiliation at all.

“I truly think the solution is getting rid of the two-party system,” Brian muses, “and moving to a coalition government. Because the two-party system creates this red versus blue, Hatfield versus McCoy internal divisiveness, which our founders warned was the biggest threat to our democracy long-term.”

Recognizing that the United States wouldn’t become a multiparty democracy any time soon, he redoubled his efforts to coax results out of a broken system. Discharge petitions, for instance, are little-used maneuvers to force a House vote without the approval of congressional leaders. In December 2025, Brian, along with Democrat Jared Golden and Republican Don Bacon, filed one to extend expiring ACA tax credits to avert huge premium spikes—a major Democratic concern.

“I’m an FBI agent, I’m not a health care guy,” says Brian. “But nobody wanted to go first, because the one who goes first gets blamed for opening the floodgates. And I don’t give a shit about going first.”

When his health care discharge petition failed to gain enough traction, Brian signed on to a similar Democratic effort. Joined by three other Republicans, he helped force the House to vote on extending the subsidies.

From Quantico to Queens to Iraq, Brian was used to environments where trust and shared responsibility mattered more than individual credit. His governing approach, in turn, emphasized restraint and cooperation over confrontation. Years after that night on Long Island when he arrested Assemblyman Brian McLaughlin and unleashed a sweeping takedown of corrupt politicians, Brian still measured public service by the same standard: Do the more difficult, unpopular thing if it’s right.

“Courage here is doing things that are not driven by self-preservation,” he says, “but rather driven by the very reasons that caused me to run in the first place: to build bridges, not burn them.”

The prospect of losing his seat didn’t bother him. He liked to imagine what he might do afterward: sit in front of a big fireplace in a log cabin in the Adirondack Mountains with a glass of pinot grigio.

“I’m here as long as the people want me here, and I’m not going to sell out my principles,” he reflects. “We’re all going to grow old at some point, and we’re going to look back at our time. And you either did one of two things—you sold out in order to spend an extra two years in Congress, or you did the right thing and got sent home. I’m pretty sure that one will lead to a much happier feeling than the other.”

In the meantime, Brian was experiencing a different kind of happiness. Though he’d dated occasionally, his work had left little room for a personal life. He was in his fifties and single, despite always wanting to find a partner and start a family. “He really gives this job everything that he has,” his sister Maggie says. “He is married to this job.”

That had changed three and a half years earlier. Brian had met the Fox News correspondent Jacqui Heinrich aboard West Virginia Senator Joe Manchin’s houseboat, Almost Heaven, docked on the Potomac. Manchin lived there among retired veterans and police officers and hosted bipartisan members of Congress and journalists he respected. Brian and Jacqui began dating soon afterward.

The week before the final vote on Trump’s bill, Brian and Jacqui got engaged in a lavender field outside Nice, France. A photographer—with a drone circling overhead—captured the moment: Brian, in a blue short-sleeved shirt, kneeling among rows of purple blossoms; Jacqui, ecstatic, her blonde hair catching the wind as she looked down at him. The setting was so striking that when the photos ran in People magazine, Beltway commentators wondered aloud whether they had been generated by artificial intelligence.

No longer would Brian be married solely to his job. Finally, he would have someone to come home to after a marathon day of confrontational hearings, intelligence briefings, and constituent meetings—a partner with whom to share the strain and the satisfaction of serving as one of Congress’s most independent members in a city consumed by grandstanding and partisanship.

“They’re a perfect match,” Maggie says of her little brother and future sister-in-law.

Now Brian and Jacqui had a big Catholic wedding to plan, squeezed in between the swirl of Capitol Hill and cable news.

Afterward, Jacqui would settle back into covering the daily din of the White House, anchoring her Sunday morning TV show, and cohosting her podcast.

Brian would get on the train and go home—back to Pennsylvania, back to Bucks County, back to his bosses.




GOVERNOR WES MOORE
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“Have Faith, Not Fear”
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Wes Moore was lost and alone.

He crouched in the brush beneath a quarter moon. By the faint glimmer of his flashlight, he studied the map his squad leader had given him. Low scrub had given way to tall timber, the forest seeming to swallow him whole. Searching in vain for landmarks, he began to hallucinate—shapes twisting in the dark, the hiss of something alive, the imagined snarl of a bear. Defeated, he sank onto a rock and cried.

“Hope was rapidly diminishing,” he later recalled. “In its place was a different feeling. Terror.”

Suddenly, Wes heard rustling in the leaves. Something was getting closer. Then, raucous laughter.

A group of teens emerged—his chain of command at Valley Forge Military Academy, the suburban Philadelphia school where his mother had sent a twelve-year-old Wes as a last resort in response to what felt like an endless pattern of misbehavior. With its 0530 reveille and rigid routines, Valley Forge existed to instill discipline in boys like Wes Moore.

Wes hated it. All of it: the uniforms, the orders, the early mornings. Most of all, that his mother had sent him away against his will.

After his fourth escape attempt in as many days, his fifteen-year-old squad leader had relented.

“Listen, Moore,” the squad leader said earlier that day. “You don’t want to be here, and quite honestly, we don’t want you here, so I have drawn you a map of how to get to the train station.”

Relieved, Wes studied the map, his path to freedom. He crafted a plan and slipped away under the cover of darkness.

Now, as his squad leader stepped out from the trees, Wes realized the joke was on him. Bastard, he thought.

As he stood teary-eyed in the woods of Wayne, Pennsylvania, his classmates’ laughter ringing through the trees, he realized there would likely be no escape. He just might have to endure five long years of military school.

He knew he could do it. He just didn’t know whether he wanted to. That feeling—lost, left behind—had been with him for too long, since the moment his father had suddenly passed away.

KID KUPID

“Daddy, are you going to come with us?”

Not yet four, Wes peered into the casket that held his father’s body. He clutched his uncle’s hand in the Baptist church where his parents had married six years earlier.

“I saw the hurt on people’s faces but didn’t fully understand it,” Wes later wrote. “I heard that my father had ‘passed on’ but had no idea where he’d gone.”

William Westley Moore Jr. had been a radio anchorman in the Washington, D.C., metro area, where he also hosted his own public affairs show. There, he had hired a new writing assistant, one who, in Wes’s words, “mixed a steel backbone with Caribbean charm.” Her name was Joy.

Notwithstanding her name, Joy had already experienced deep sorrow. Her ex-husband was addicted to drugs. One night, during an argument over the dishes, he threw her to the floor, dragged her by the hair, and tried to beat her. Joy broke free, grabbed a knife from the counter, and stopped him. “If you try that shit again,” she said, pointing the knife at him, “I will kill you.”

One month later, she left with her one-year-old daughter, Nikki.

In time, she and Westley grew close, and she found the love she hadn’t received in her previous marriage. The couple married in 1976. Two years later came the birth of Westley Watende Omari Moore—his middle names drawn from his parents’ heritage: Watende, Shona for “revenge will not be sought,” and Omari, Swahili for “highest.” Wes’s little sister, Shani, was born two years later.

On the April night in 1982 that would become Westley’s last, he had signed off his radio show with his familiar closing: “This is Wes Moore, thanks again, and we’ll talk next time.” But behind his warm smile, he was having trouble breathing. He made it through the evening, then drove himself to the hospital the next morning. The doctors, uncertain about his symptoms, anesthetized his throat, told him to sleep, and sent him home.

Wes was coloring at the dining room table when he heard the crash. His father lay at the foot of the stairs, gasping for air. Hours after he’d been discharged, Westley was dead.

The cause was acute epiglottitis, a rare inflammation of the throat. The anesthesia had masked the swelling until his airway closed.

Westley’s death shattered their family. Joy took to sleeping on the battered couch in the living room, partly to guard against a recent string of break-ins in their neighborhood, partly to avoid the empty bedroom she and her husband had shared. The strain of raising her children alone was taking its toll. When the grief and exhaustion became too much to bear, Joy packed up her children and moved to the Bronx to live with her parents, the Reverend Dr. James Thomas and Mrs. Winell Thomas.

Their modest home became a refuge, anchored by faith and the quiet authority of Reverend Thomas, whom the family called Papa Jim. He was one of the few Black ministers in the Dutch Reformed Church, a Calvinist denomination rooted in the Reformation. To Wes and his sisters, he was a father figure and spiritual guide.

On Sundays, Wes sat in the pulpit beside his grandfather and watched him lead the congregation. It was an early education in clarity, cadence, and moral purpose, followed by conversations about Scripture and its application to everyday life. Wes was so curious at church that neighbors wondered if he might one day become a minister.

But as he approached adolescence, the family began to worry. Joy and her parents watched Wes drift from the sanctuary of home toward the pull of the streets. He spent long afternoons on the local basketball courts, where drug dealers bet on games and addicts nodded off along sidewalks littered with needles.

Joy was determined to keep those risks at bay. “I lost my husband to tragedy,” she told friends. “I was going to do whatever I had to do not to lose my kids to the streets—or to mediocrity.”

She and her parents scraped together the money to send Wes to the elite Riverdale Country School. Riverdale was in the Bronx but felt a world apart: rolling hills sloping toward the Hudson, ivy climbing stone walls. John F. Kennedy had attended for a couple years while his family lived nearby.

“It was the sort of school you might find in a storybook,” Wes wrote.

But it was someone else’s story.

“I never got my footing there,” he told an interviewer. “I never felt comfortable. And then you’re coming back to a neighborhood where now everyone’s teasing you because you go to this private school. So you’re not winning anywhere.”

Wes started acting out, fighting, setting off smoke bombs, and skipping class. His grades slipped from B’s to C’s to D’s. Teachers told his mother they suspected he had a learning disability.

After school he rebelled, spray-painting a circled KK on the walls of buildings across the Bronx. It stood for “Kid Kupid,” an alter ego he invented to project a mostly imaginary charm with girls. “It felt like splashing in the shallow end of the criminal pool,” he later recalled.

One afternoon he and a friend were mid-tag when a police cruiser rolled up, lights flashing. An officer handcuffed them and put them in the back seat. “You kids are way too young to be in this situation,” the officer lectured. Wes was in tears, nearly hyperventilating. My mom’s going to have to pick me up from jail, he thought. Then the officer let them off with a warning.

The scare didn’t last. Before long, Wes was back with spray paint in hand, defacing another building. By the time Riverdale placed him on academic probation in the seventh grade, Joy’s patience had run out. An acquaintance mentioned Valley Forge Military Academy, and Joy was impressed that General Norman Schwarzkopf, hero of the recent Gulf War, had attended. She began flashing its brochure whenever Wes acted up.

The Valley Forge tuition was even higher than Riverdale’s. His grandparents took out a second mortgage on their home. Joy called on relatives and friends for help, negotiated with the school, and made it work.

“MAKE SURE IT MATTERED”

The turning point for Wes at Valley Forge came in the form of Cadet Captain Ty Hill, a muscular Black upperclassman who was so squared away his nickname was “670-1” after the Army regulation governing soldiers’ appearance and uniform standards. Ty was among the small number of Valley Forge cadets selected for the Army’s Early Commissioning Program, a rare opportunity offered at only four military junior colleges. Top cadets earned an associate’s degree, received an early commission as second lieutenants, and completed college at the Army’s expense in exchange for service.

On move-in day, Joy Moore noticed Ty speaking confidently with other students.

“Ty had leadership. You could see it the second you saw him,” she recalls. “So I went up to him. By that point Wes was so mad at me he wasn’t with me. I looked at Ty and asked him if he would help look out for him.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied crisply.

Ty remembers the moment. “She was a Black lady coming at me with this look on her face,” he says, noting that Joy reminded him a lot of his mother. “I thought I was in trouble, and I didn’t know what for. And then the conversation went a completely different way.”

At twenty years old, and already three years into service as an enlisted Army soldier, Ty was hardly enthused about babysitting a sullen tween.

Your kid is an Academy dust mite and will be no concern of mine, he remembers thinking. I’ll say whatever needs to be said right now so that I can go back to doing whatever it was I was doing. But I’m not going to be bothered with some child.

Ty says he really met Wes only later, after Wes tried to run away again. That was when he saw him for what he was: “just a scared kid.”

“He has what I still consider to be a big goofy smile,” Ty recalls. “He hits you with that smile, and you just know—I’m going to get as much out of this as I put into it.”

Four decades later, Wes and Ty continue to keep in touch.

Wes still found aspects of Valley Forge challenging, but guided by Ty’s mentorship and example, he gradually adapted to military life. His posture straightened; his sense of purpose sharpened. He learned to march in parade formation, handle a rifle, and endure exercises like “the Nauseator,” in which first-year cadets were forced to press their foreheads to their rifle barrels, spin, then sprint up a hill. By sophomore year, Wes was excelling in sports, student leadership, and public speaking.

“Once he stopped trying to be the escape artist,” Ty says, “once he said, ‘Hey, I’m going to make this work,’ he turned into this kid who you could look at and just tell—he was destined to do something.”

One morning in the chapel the commandant of cadets, Colonel Billy Murphy, announced he was leaving the school to undergo treatment for late-stage cancer. Murphy had served two tours in Vietnam and earned six Bronze Stars for valor.

“When it is time for you to leave this school, leave your job, or even leave this earth,” he told the cadets, “make sure it mattered you were ever here.”

Wes would never forget those words. He realized that many of the people he most admired had worn the uniform. Through service, they made their time matter.

“I wanted to spend thirty years in the Army,” Wes recalls thinking at the time. “I wanted to see how high I could go in the rank structure. I liked the structure. I was good at it. I liked the idea of leading soldiers.”

After graduating from high school, Wes followed Ty into the Early Commissioning Program and stayed at Valley Forge to complete a two-year associate’s degree. He spent a summer in boot camp, rose to become cadet regimental commander—the highest-ranking position in the roughly eight-hundred-person corps—and earned his commission as a second lieutenant in the Army Reserve. As a reservist, Wes drilled periodically and was free to live a civilian life unless called to active duty.

He went on to earn his bachelor’s degree in 2001 at Johns Hopkins University, where he played wide receiver on the football team. During his time there, he also interned for Baltimore mayor Kurt Schmoke, who became a mentor. A former Rhodes Scholar, Schmoke urged Wes to apply for the prestigious scholarship to Oxford University.

He applied and was selected. Before Wes left for the United Kingdom, his Johns Hopkins football coach connected him with a former team captain, Army Major Mike Fenzel. Wes could not have known how consequential that introduction would become.

Fenzel recalls meeting Wes for coffee at seven A.M. and immediately sensing a connection. Their conversation stretched to nearly two and a half hours. “Wes is obviously service-oriented,” Fenzel says. “He’s incredibly charismatic and deeply curious. He kept asking questions, and that brought out the best of me. I remember thinking, How can someone be this good? We all meet people like that in our lives, maybe two or three if we’re lucky—and he was one.”

Wes flew to London on one of the first transatlantic commercial flights after 9/11. The attacks that defined his generation also lent new urgency to the Rhodes Scholarship’s mission to educate leaders who would “fight the world’s fight.” He traveled widely to research his master’s thesis, which focused on the rise of Islamist extremism in Latin America and the Western Hemisphere.

Wes stayed in close touch with Fenzel, who introduced him to White House colleagues, including the president’s former counterterrorism coordinator. At Fenzel’s urging, Wes spent the summer of 2002 interning at the Office of Homeland Security, which would shortly become the Department of Homeland Security. That work—and ongoing conversations with officials he’d met through Fenzel—gave Wes a rare perspective for his thesis and deepened his interest in public policy and national security. They also left him with a practical, if not particularly inspirational, insight: “The essence of government is budgets.”

While finishing up at Oxford, another Hopkins football connection—a coach who also worked as a trader at Deutsche Bank—urged Wes to take a job that would teach him budgets and pay well. Wes did, and he was soon living in a sleek flat in downtown London, earning in a single year what his grandmother had made in decades as a schoolteacher.

But the success rang hollow. “The higher I moved,” Wes told one interviewer, “the less fulfilling it became.”

One night while jogging on a treadmill, Wes watched a BBC report on the U.S. Army in Iraq. He felt a jolt of unease. He was running in place while his Army friends were on the front lines.

In the spring of 2004, Fenzel called with a unique opportunity. “Wes, you have a number of options in the private sector,” Fenzel recalls saying. “But we’re a nation at war, and you have an Army commission as an officer. Why not join us when we deploy to Afghanistan?”

Fenzel would soon become the deputy brigade commander of the 82nd Airborne’s 1st Brigade Combat Team, known as the Devil Brigade, a name inherited from its 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment. During World War II, German soldiers, struck by the regiment’s ferocity in battle, had labeled its paratroopers “devils in baggy pants.”

The five-thousand-strong brigade would soon confront an insurgency across a rugged stretch of eastern Afghanistan roughly the size of North Carolina. In Wes, Fenzel saw not only a mentee but also a chance for the brigade to bring on a junior officer who could do senior-level staff work.

Wes sat on a white marble staircase, fidgeting with his tie, as Fenzel spoke. “I don’t know if I was itching to get into the fight,” Wes recalls. “I just felt like I wasn’t holding up my end of the bargain.” The Army had paid for his education and given him formative experiences. And while he was at Oxford—“having high tea and going to school in very old buildings”—people he had trained with were already on their second combat deployments.

Wes resolved to deploy with the Eighty-Second Airborne. With Fenzel’s support, he worked through onerous administrative hurdles with the Army Reserve. Wes prevailed and received orders to Afghanistan. Before he shipped out, he spent as much time as possible with the woman he hoped to marry.

Born and raised in Queens, Dawn Flythe was the daughter of a teacher and a crane operator, and the granddaughter of retired Sergeant First Class Stanley Drayton, a Korea and Vietnam veteran and Army master diver. After his service, Drayton worked in construction and helped build the World Trade Center towers. He and Dawn’s mother instilled in her a strong sense of service. Dawn was working on a political campaign when she met Wes.

The introduction came via Dawn’s aunt, who knew Wes through his aunt and uncle. “She was beautiful, and smart,” Wes remembers thinking at the time, and “as dedicated to public service as I hoped to be.” When Wes appeared at her door with his megawatt smile, Dawn was equally enthused, thinking, Oh, okay!

What was supposed to be a quick coffee became a five-hour first date.

In the dates that followed, Wes passed every family test, including meeting Dawn’s grandfather Stanley. Wearing his trademark Army ball cap, Stanley spoke about his work after Vietnam helping to build the Twin Towers—structures Dawn’s father would help clear at Ground Zero after they fell on 9/11. Wes listened closely.

Afterward, Dawn recalls her grandfather saying, “He’s an officer and I’m an enlisted man. But look at how he listens. I’ve never met anyone like him who listens to other people so well.”

Dawn enlisted Wes’s mother, Joy, to help plan a surprise farewell gathering at Union Station in Washington, D.C. Wes knew there’d be a gathering but assumed it would be small. And he had a surprise of his own, which he shared with Joy.

“I was holding his secret and hers,” Joy remembers with a laugh.

Friends and family gathered at B. Smith’s in Union Station, waiting quietly in the restaurant’s grand dining room. Dawn led Wes in under the pretense of a simple brunch, and the crowd erupted when he walked through the door. She nudged him to the front of the room to thank everyone for coming. Wes began to speak, then paused and asked her to join him. When she reached his side, Wes turned to her and said, “You are my compass. Without you I would have no direction.”

“I was like, where’s he going with this?” Dawn recalls. “Then he drops to a knee and says, ‘I got you!’”

A friend snapped a photo: Wes on one knee, Dawn’s hand over her mouth—the moment before she said yes.

THE DEVIL BRIGADE

A Chinook helicopter kicked up dust as First Lieutenant Wes Moore stepped into the Afghan heat. In his pocket, he carried a small Bible that his grandfather, Papa Jim—the man who had become his father figure—had given to him, inscribed with four words: Have Faith, Not Fear.

Forward Operating Base Salerno sat in the rugged hills of eastern Afghanistan, a regular target for enemy rockets and mortars. The Devil Brigade answered the attacks with fire from its 155-millimeter artillery battery.

“I get there and I’m like, holy shit,” Wes recalls. “There’s nothing here. It was just desolate.”

Soldiers carried their weapons at all times, used only red or green lights at night to make themselves less conspicuous targets, and memorized the locations of the many Hesco barriers—giant wire cages lined with fabric and packed with sand to absorb indirect fire.

“We were out there in the boonies, in a very dangerous part of Afghanistan,” says Colonel Pat Donahue, who would serve three years in three separate combat deployments as a brigade commander. “You couldn’t kill your way out of that fight. You needed smart, creative people. Wes came in and immediately added to the intellectual curiosity and innovation we applied—not just on the fighting side, but on the information operations and reconstruction side, which in my mind were even more important to winning our campaign.”

Afghanistan had technically been an independent nation for more than 250 years, but most loyalties lay with families, clans, and tribes. After decades of invasion and civil war, few Afghans cared much for a fragile government in distant Kabul. American forces were trying to build one anyway by strengthening local institutions, rebuilding the economy, and fighting an insurgency all at once.

Donahue appointed Wes director of information operations, a role usually reserved for a major, two ranks his senior. He would lead a team drawn from civil affairs, psychological operations, and other specialties.

It was a classic counterinsurgency mission. Wes patrolled across the region, meeting with Afghan officials, warlords, and village elders.

“He was going in and out of the wire,” says Fenzel, “going to meet Taliban to try and convince them to come in from the cold”—in other words, to renounce the insurgency and declare their loyalty to the government in Kabul. “It was an incredibly dangerous mission. And he brought in over six hundred Taliban who pledged allegiance to the Afghan government. It was remarkable, and far beyond our expectations.”

Roadside bombs—improvised explosive devices, or IEDs—were the leading cause of casualties. Wes’s units frequently rode in unarmored vehicles, and they were constantly on the move to meet with Afghans and oversee projects.

“The scariest thing, oftentimes, was going from point A to point B, because you just never knew,” Wes says. “Every pile of trash can be a threat, an IED. But how many piles of trash do I drive by where nothing happens? Eventually I start thinking it’s just trash—until it’s not.”

One day Wes coordinated support for First Sergeant Tobias Meister, the senior enlisted leader of a provincial reconstruction team of more than fifty Americans. Originally from Oklahoma, Meister lived an action-packed life—rock climbing, parachute jumping, and boxing his way to a Golden Gloves title. He’d joined the Army Reserve in 1992 and ten years later was named Drill Sergeant of the Year.

Meister chose to ride in the lead vehicle for the operation, taking the seat of one of the team’s officers. Shortly after the convoy rolled out, he was killed in action by an IED. He was thirty years old, a husband and a father of a one-year-old son.

The loss shook the brigade. The officer whose seat Meister had taken struggled afterward, finding it difficult to carry out his duties.

What haunted Wes was the sheer randomness. “If you’re the unlucky bastard sitting in the wrong seat, there’s no rhyme or reason to it,” he says. “If I’m in the passenger seat and it goes off right behind me, I survive. And that person doesn’t. It’s totally random.”

Midway through Wes’s deployment, he received painful news: His grandfather had died of cancer at age eighty-seven.

“I let him get it all out,” Fenzel recalls of that evening in his office at Forward Operating Base Solerno. “He called me sir the whole time, almost every other sentence, even though I tried to disabuse him of that. I wanted him to feel he was talking to a friend and a brother. He was very clear, open, and expressive. I hadn’t really experienced loss like he was enduring. I remember feeling curious and afraid, knowing I would eventually lose my own parents.”

As Wes’s father figure, Papa Jim was recognized by the Army as standing in loco parentis. The Army granted him two weeks of bereavement leave. Wes flew home carrying the Bible his grandfather had given him the last time they saw each other.

In the quiet days after the memorial service, Wes and Dawn decided to elope. The choice was about love, but also a practical one. Wes knew that in the military, spouses had rights and protections that partners did not, especially if he were wounded or killed.

Soon after, Wes returned to Afghanistan to finish his seven-month tour with the brigade. For all its hardship, the work felt far more meaningful than entering numbers on a spreadsheet.

“For the first time in a long time, I felt like I mattered,” he wrote. “The opportunity to . . . serve my country in a time of war had been, in a strange way, one of the great joys of my life.”

While Wes was in Afghanistan, Colonel Donahue promoted him to captain.

During the deployment, Wes earned a Bronze Star for “meritorious service.” The award paperwork, however, became lost in Army bureaucracy, an outcome that could occur especially for individually assigned Reserve officers serving in active-duty units.

Many years later, the award became fodder for political opponents. They noted that Wes had listed a Bronze Star on his White House Fellowship application—and did not correct television interviewers who credited him with the award—though Wes had never formally received it.

Fenzel, now a retired three-star general, explains that the award had been approved through the full chain of command, including a verbal orders confirmation, a VOCO, that Fenzel had personally received. All that remained was for the Army Reserve to complete the paperwork and upload the award to Wes’s personnel file. That never happened. A former White House Fellow himself, Fenzel told Wes he should list the Bronze Star on his White House Fellowship application.

Eighteen years later, after press inquiries brought the unresolved paperwork to Fenzel’s attention, the Army formally corrected what Fenzel describes as “an injustice Wes experienced as a young captain.” Fenzel pinned the medal on Wes himself.

“We take care of our soldiers,” Fenzel says. “If I’d known about the oversight earlier, I would have moved to fix it earlier.”

“Wes didn’t have to be in Afghanistan,” Donahue, also a retired three-star general, concludes. “He could have hung out at the Pentagon or the White House. He chose to come and offer himself up to whatever job we gave him. That, to me, was a sign of courage.”

Wes would never use the word courage to describe his own actions in Afghanistan. He had known of too many extraordinary soldiers who risked, and sometimes gave, their lives. He viewed his own service as simply doing his duty.

One of Wes’s most enduring lessons in moral courage came after his deployment. It came from Ty Hill.

Years after Valley Forge, Ty had left the military, though he and Wes remained close. One day, Wes tried to set him up with one of Dawn’s friends. “She’s awesome, you’re awesome—you guys should meet,” he said.

They talked briefly at a party. When Wes followed up, Dawn’s friend said she hadn’t heard from Ty, so Wes called him. “You should really give her a call,” he said. “She’s great. And you’re making me look bad.”

“Wes, I just want to be honest,” Ty replied. “I’m not going to give her a call.”

“Why not?”

That was when Ty told him he was gay.

Wes had always assumed Ty left the military after completing his service obligation. Instead, he learned that Ty had most likely been pushed out under the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy, which allowed gay service members to serve only if they concealed their sexual orientation.

Outed during law school while training to become a JAG officer—a military attorney—Ty was ostracized by members of a military study group. As word spread, he began telling those closest to him, including his family, that he was gay. After coming out, Ty and his family didn’t speak for nearly a year. Wes never forgot Ty telling him, “I would never choose to have my father stop talking to me.”

When Ty enlisted as a teenager, he had been asked directly about his sexuality as a routine part of the military’s entrance exam at the time. “I lied at seventeen,” Ty recalls. “But at twenty-nine, I decided I wasn’t going to lie anymore.” When friends asked what that would mean for his career, Ty said, “I guess we’ll find out.”

Ty believes word traveled up the chain of command. When it came time to return to active duty, he was fit enough to do ninety push-ups in a minute. Still, he was diagnosed with adult-onset asthma. Despite never having had an asthma attack before or since, Ty was medically disqualified and honorably discharged as a first lieutenant.

“The Army was my life,” Ty says. “There’s no job I’ve ever loved more. I didn’t have a fallback plan. All I prepared for was to be a JAG officer.”

To Wes, the injustice was both infuriating and absurd.

“This is a guy I would trust with my children under his command,” Wes says. “And this is a guy the military says it doesn’t need. For what? That’s when it became personal.”

Wes joined Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America and became an outspoken advocate for repealing “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” He came to see Ty’s refusal to live a lie as an act of courage—and a form of service to other Americans facing discrimination from their government.

HIS STORY COULD HAVE BEEN MINE

What made the difference?

It was the question Wes wrestled with each morning at five thirty A.M., restlessly reading and writing before heading to the office.

After returning from Afghanistan, Wes was chosen for a White House Fellowship and spent a year as an aide to Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. When the fellowship ended, he considered deploying again. Dawn quickly shut down the idea.

“She was like, ‘No. Absolutely not,’” Wes says with a laugh. “That was the end of that.”

He returned to finance, this time with Citigroup’s Global Technology division, as the financial crisis unfolded. In New York, Dawn gave birth to their first child, Mia Elizabeth Winell Moore, whose middle names honor her great-grandmothers. Two years later they welcomed a son, James Westley Stanley Moore—named for Papa Jim, Wes’s father, and for Dawn’s grandfather, Stanley.

During his spare hours, Wes wrote a book. Its origins traced back to a call from his mother years earlier when he was studying abroad in South Africa. “I have something crazy to tell you,” Joy had said. “Did you know the cops are looking for another guy living in Baltimore with your name for killing a police officer?”

The memory stayed with him for years. So did the questions it raised: How could two men with the same name, from similar neighborhoods, end up in such different places?

Long before he ever imagined writing a book, Wes had reached out to the other Wes Moore, who was serving a life sentence, to try and better understand that question. He didn’t expect a reply. He certainly didn’t imagine they would become friends. But they had.

Wes’s book, The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates, was published in 2010. “The chilling truth is that his story could have been mine,” he wrote. “The tragedy is that my story could have been his.”

By telling their parallel stories, Wes hoped to understand why some young Black men found pathways to opportunity while others were constrained by circumstances beyond their control. The book drew strong reviews, including an endorsement from Oprah Winfrey that sparked a personal friendship. Most importantly for Wes, writing clarified his sense of purpose.

“He’s fixated on inflection points, on moments when you can set people—especially kids—on a different path,” a Vogue journalist would later write.

That fixation drove Wes to create BridgeEdU, a first-year college transition program for low-income students, and later to lead the Robin Hood Foundation, one of New York’s most prominent antipoverty organizations.

Historically, Robin Hood had focused on grant-making. Many philanthropists preferred quick, measurable financial contributions rather than the slower, more complex work of policy change. Under Wes, Robin Hood raised more than $650 million, and broadened parts of its mission.

Believing that poverty could not be solved without addressing structural causes, Wes created a policy department, launched a fund to invest in organizations led by people of color, and piloted programs in other cities. Only policy changes, he argued, could meet the scale of the challenges and yield enduring progress.

On his desk, Wes kept a quote by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.: “Philanthropy is commendable, but it must not cause the philanthropist to overlook the circumstances of economic injustice which make philanthropy necessary.”

“He had a lot of resistance,” Derek Ferguson, Robin Hood’s chief operating officer while Wes was leading the group, told a reporter.

One year, Robin Hood lobbied New York’s governor to expand the state child tax credit, and to include a line about it in his State of the State address. The line didn’t make it in, however.

It had been one of Wes’s top policy priorities. Frustrated, he vented to a colleague. “We worked for six months to try to get them to include a line in the speech,” the colleague replied. “But what if you could write the whole speech?”

Friends and mentors had been encouraging Wes to run for office for years, and he’d long thought about it. But it was at that moment that he decided to put his name on a ballot for the first time.

NO ONE LEFT BEHIND

Oprah Winfrey was watching protesters on television storm the Capitol on January 6, 2021, when Wes called her to say he was running to be Maryland’s governor.

“You want to run for governor in this political climate? Where everyone is so polarized?” she asked.

“Exactly,” he replied.

For all his talent and optimism, he was a long-shot candidate.

Maryland was reliably Democratic in national races, but two of the previous four governors had been Republicans. Wes had virtually no name recognition, and in the Democratic primary he’d face two former Obama Cabinet secretaries, including Tom Perez, whose previous role as Democratic National Committee chair gave him access to a wide network of donors.

Wes entered the race polling at 1 percent. “‘I’m Not Voting’ was polling higher than ‘Wes Moore,’” he jokes.

His Democratic rivals cast him as inexperienced in government. Wes countered that he had a different kind of experience, and he planned to run a different kind of campaign.

At a sweltering summer forum, with temperatures near ninety-five degrees, he arrived in shorts and a polo shirt while the other candidates baked in suits and ties.

“It created a bit of a stir,” Wes recounted. “People were, like, ‘He’s not taking it seriously. It’s a vanity run.’”

Later that night, Wes received a call from the Speaker of Maryland’s House of Delegates, Adrienne Jones, who he’d gotten to know from his days at Robin Hood.

“Have you heard the scuttlebutt?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ve heard it,” Wes said.

“I just have one piece of advice,” the Speaker said. “Do not spend a second trying to be like them. Make them try to be like you. If you do that, you might actually have a shot at winning this thing.”

Encouraged, Wes doubled down on many of his instincts. Consultants urged him to devote his time to the counties where most Democratic voters lived and not waste time venturing to the state’s Republican areas.

“They were, like, ‘There’s not a lot of Democrats,’” he said. “And I said, ‘Yeah, but there’s a lot of Marylanders, and I plan on being their governor, too.’”

According to Wes, the same consultants warned him not to talk about poverty. They said poverty was not a “good word,” and cautioned him that many voters don’t want to be reminded of it. But confronting poverty was why he had wanted to “get involved in this business in the first place.” So he kept talking about it.

He also opposed campaign advice when he chose Aruna Miller, an Indian immigrant who’d become a transportation engineer and two-term state legislator, as his running mate. Some advisers had warned against placing two candidates of color at the top of the ticket. Wes said he chose her because he believed she was the best person for the job.

If he was elected, Wes would be the first Black governor in Maryland’s history, and only the third Black person ever elected governor in the United States. While he didn’t tout his potentially historic candidacy, he didn’t shy away from it, either.

“The reason that I’m in this race is not to make history,” he said in an interview. “The reason I’m in this race is because we want to make child poverty history. We want to make economic inequality history, we want to make the racial wealth gap history.

“I don’t come from a political background or a political family,” he told the podcast host Kara Swisher, noting that many of his family members had never voted and doubted voting would make a difference.

He made the Army’s “Leave No One Behind” mantra his campaign’s rallying cry, and he began to gain ground.

Wes’s big break came when the fourth-place candidate, who was out of money, dropped out six weeks before the primary, prompting some of his key supporters to endorse Wes. On the night of the primary, Wes edged out Perez by fifteen thousand votes, 32.4 percent to 30.1 percent. It was Maryland’s closest Democratic gubernatorial primary in more than half a century.

In the general election on November 8, 2022, Wes faced Dan Cox, a Maryland delegate widely viewed as an extremist. Larry Hogan, the outgoing moderate Republican governor—whose father was one of the first GOP members of Congress to courageously call for President Nixon’s impeachment—denounced Wes’s opponent as a “whack job” and said he would not vote for him. Wes won in a rout, defeating Cox 64.7 percent to 32.2 percent.

The governor-elect would soon be writing—and delivering—the whole speech.

“DO IT ANYWAY”

On Wes’s desk in the historic Annapolis State House, a countdown clock ticked down the days of his term. The first year had been a sprint.

In his initial twelve months, Wes proposed ten priority bills and signed all ten into law, each with bipartisan support. His administration accelerated a state $15 minimum wage, expanded tax credits for families with children and low-income workers, and launched clean-transportation and innovation grants.

Wes, who coined the mantra “Service Will Save Us,” was especially proud to create one of the nation’s first service-year programs, giving every Maryland high school graduate the chance to serve. He made the SERVE Act one of the first bills he introduced as governor.

At times, he seemed to be everywhere as the state’s biggest booster:shotgunning a drink at a Ravens tailgate, attending ribbon-cuttings for businesses, plunging into the icy Chesapeake alongside state troopers, and breaking ground for new playgrounds and community spaces. “By all accounts, he got off to a remarkable start,” wrote Baltimore Magazine.

In March 2024, when a cargo ship the length of three football fields plowed into Baltimore’s Francis Scott Key Bridge, Wes’s quick response earned widespread praise. “Governor Moore has handled this as a stellar gentleman,” said a conservative Republican delegate representing the Port of Baltimore. “This man’s not a trained politician. This is not what he’s used to, but I think he is handling this very, very well.”

More than two thousand personnel—divers, dump-truck operators, engineers—worked to clear fifty thousand tons of debris from the seven-hundred-foot-wide shipping channel. Some experts estimated the initial work would require eleven months. Wes’s team notes that, under his leadership, and with remarkable effort from state, local, and federal workers, it took just eleven weeks.

As his term went on, headwinds picked up. Business groups complained about higher taxes. COVID-era federal funds the state had come to rely on were drying up. Maryland’s spending was projected to outpace revenue, threatening to widen long-term budget gaps and add pressure to a state already carrying heavy obligations to pay for schools, pensions, health care, and transit. By the spring of 2025, Moody’s would downgrade Maryland’s credit rating, a move that could potentially make it costlier for the state to borrow for roads, schools, and other infrastructure.

“In this challenging time, we have a duty to act with discipline,” Wes told a group of county officials at the end of 2023.

That belief shaped how he governed. He created a chief performance officer role and hired Asma Mirza, a former McKinsey consultant who had helped implement President Biden’s trillion-dollar infrastructure plan.

“My job in the performance world is, ‘How do we do things better?’” Mirza says. “How do we deliver better results for Marylanders within the constraints and budget that we have—and be thoughtful and innovative in that work?”

Every month or two, Wes convened his “Performance Cabinet”—agency heads and senior officials charged with carrying out the effort. Mirza had predicted these meetings would become his favorite, a claim that soon turned into a running joke. When she arrived to prep him, Wes would often grin and ask, “Favorite meeting of the week?”

Wes studied the line items and pressed officials on timelines set at earlier sessions. “The man is in the weeds,” Mirza says, laughing. “He spent time as a banker, and he really, really loves data. You sit up when you come to these meetings.”

Under Mirza’s direction, students enrolled in Medicaid or receiving free or reduced-price lunch were automatically added to the summer nutrition program, extending meals to nearly half a million children, which the Moore administration touted as a sixfold increase.

On January 11, 2025, at his first cabinet meeting of the year, Wes signed an executive order launching a new initiative to build on Mirza’s work by identifying efficiencies the administration estimated would save $50 million the following year.

“Our new Government Modernization Initiative is going to help us find breakage in the system, and mend it,” he announced.

Ordinarily, rooting out waste would have been among the safest terrains in politics. This timing, however, was inauspicious.

On January 20, 2025, President Trump signed an executive order establishing the Department of Government Efficiency, a temporary organization known as “DOGE,” tasked with modernizing federal operations and cutting waste in the federal government. The DOGE initiative was widely associated with the billionaire Elon Musk—then the world’s richest person—who was publicly described as its leader, though Musk’s formal government role and authority remained legally unsettled.

Musk promised to “send shockwaves through the system.” He did.

Soon, thousands of federal employees arrived at work to find their keycards disabled, while entire government agencies, including the U.S. Agency for International Development, were dismantled. Many of those actions were later challenged in court, and some orders were blocked or reversed as judges ruled that many of the rapid changes had not been authorized by Congress, violated legal protections, and would need to be undone.

With roughly three hundred thousand military personnel, federal employees, and contractors—the highest concentration of federal workers per capita outside Washington, D.C.—few states were more exposed to the DOGE fallout than Maryland. In 2025 alone, the state lost nearly twenty-five thousand federal jobs, more than any other state that year.

“These are not glancing blows at Maryland,” Wes said to one interviewer. “These are direct shots that they are taking at my state and they’re taking at my people. I will work with anyone, but I will bow down to no one.”

Wes and his performance team emphasized that their approach was a scalpel, not a chainsaw. “If you believe in cutting waste, fraud, and abuse, so do I,” he told the news outlet Semafor.

“When DOGE came on board,” he adds, “with these random and cruel—and really, in many ways, not thought-out—cuts to both personnel and programs, I was saying, ‘Pay attention to what we’re doing in Maryland.’”

Raj Shah, president of the Rockefeller Foundation, which supported some of Mirza’s initiatives, called Maryland’s version “DOGE done right.”

Still, the optics were tricky. Against a backdrop of chaos in Washington and mass federal layoffs hurting families, labeling anything an “efficiency” effort risked the public associating it with Musk’s federal effort. Wes’s staff had even planned to call their effort the Government Efficiency Initiative, then changed the name at the last minute to avoid such confusion.

Wes stayed the course. “People are going to compare me to Trump,” he told his aides. “Do it anyway.”

Wes’s team talked about their method as “data-driven” but “heart-led.”

“The governor really wanted to make sure we protected the mission,” Mirza says. “When you’re a soldier, you want the unit with you, right? He wanted to make sure we were doing this with state employees, not to them.”

The team audited phone bills to eliminate unused lines, scrutinized vehicle use, and standardized technology purchases like laptops and monitors to capture savings by buying in bulk.

Progress came steadily, though not without resistance. Confusion with regards to Musk’s DOGE was only part of the challenge. In theory, the General Assembly supported the Modernization Initiative. In practice, when Wes requested funding for two full-time civil service positions to run it, legislators balked.

Some officials embraced the effort immediately. A public-safety deputy chief of staff even surrendered his assigned vehicle to set the tone: Start with mine.

Others pushed back. Many state employees were already stretched thin, and they found it easier to work on autopilot than adapt to new systems.

“The governor always tries to make it a win-win,” Mirza said. “But every dollar we save comes from somewhere.”

That “somewhere” quickly grew controversial. “Going into offices and saying, ‘You need to give up three cars,’ or telling people used to FedEx that they now had to use USPS—that can piss people off,” says Jonny Dorsey, Wes’s deputy chief of staff.

External pressure followed. “Some lobbyists are paid to fight for government waste—when that waste flows to their clients,” Dorsey notes. One major vendor, furious over a renegotiated contract, launched an aggressive phone-banking campaign urging lawmakers to protect its government funding.

Mirza briefed Wes on the pushback. “Keep going,” he responded.

Critics kept swinging. One called the effort “just the tip of the iceberg” when it came to addressing the state’s $3 billion deficit. Local news questioned whether the initiative was delivering results fast enough.

In June 2025, the administration released its first reports on the Modernization Initiative. All told, the team projected that the initial push would save more than half a billion dollars over two decades. Streamlining technology—consolidating laptop purchases and cutting a thousand unused phone lines—would save $30 million. Improved procurement practices, including new shipping contracts, would save another $14 million. Retiring underused state vehicles cut an additional $6 million in fuel and maintenance. And ending the leases on nine unused state buildings freed up $326 million in assets.

Compared to the state’s multibillion-dollar budgetary hole, the savings were modest. But Wes and his administration had shown where their priorities lay. And they’d demonstrated that they weren’t afraid to take on tough fights to achieve a more effective state government.

“There is a smart way to do good governance, and we really feel like in Maryland, we’re helping to model it,” Wes says. “And it wasn’t easy. We made the largest cuts in any Maryland budget in sixteen years. Every cut has a constituency, and we navigated that. This was going to be a data-backed administration, and we were going to lead with our values.”

Streamlining state agencies and functions in a thoughtful way was hard enough. But even as Wes worked to modernize Maryland’s government, he would soon face a new challenge that would test him in a more personal way.

“A SLAP IN THE FACE”

It was one of the more divisive issues in American politics: the issue of reparations, whether and how the government should respond to the generational effects of slavery.

Wes had not avoided the subject of race as governor. On the morning of his inauguration, he joined several hundred people at the Annapolis docks for a moment of silence and a wreath-laying ceremony at the site where enslaved people had once been brought ashore.

In his inaugural address later that day, he honored those who had arrived at those docks and paid tribute to Thurgood Marshall, the Marylander who fought for civil rights as a lawyer for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the NAACP, before President Lyndon Johnson appointed him the first Black justice of the United States Supreme Court.

In Wes’s office at the statehouse, he hung a portrait of Harriet Tubman, the famed Underground Railroad conductor, not far from a display of dozens of military challenge coins, a copy of George Washington’s handwritten resignation, a Wes Moore bobblehead, and other memorabilia. Across from his desk, a photograph of a young Frederick Douglass—the former slave from Baltimore who had become a great American writer and abolitionist—stared back at him. A similar portrait of Douglass greeted visitors to Government House, the governor’s residence just steps away.

To Wes, America’s past did not prove that the nation was irredeemably racist. Quite the contrary. He pointed to his own journey to acknowledge that racial barriers still existed while insisting they were not insurmountable.

To be sure, he was hardly naive about America’s painful racial realities. He knew the effect they could have on millions of Americans on a systemic level, and he knew from experience that some people looked at him and only saw his skin color. As a teenager at Valley Forge, riders in a passing car once hurled a bottle and a racial slur at him, leaving him with both a cracked tooth and a lesson.

So when critics seized on his inauguration-day ceremony—accusing him of “indoctrination”—he wasn’t surprised.

“You realize how a moment that was intended to unify was being twisted,” Wes recalled to an interviewer. “As Kipling, who is one of my favorite poets, wrote: ‘Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools.’”

“I didn’t start the day that way in order to make people feel minimized,” he continued. “I started the day [that way] to make people feel empowered. And I didn’t do it because I wanted to create some measure of separation. I actually wanted to show the power of inclusion. The power of this journey is it’s been a collective one.”

On most political issues, Wes expected relentless criticism from the right. More difficult for him, at times, was the pushback from fellow Black leaders, many of whom were longtime allies.

In April 2025, Maryland’s legislature overwhelmingly approved a proposal to create a two-year commission to study and potentially recommend reparations for past racial discrimination. The measure was a top priority for the state’s powerful sixty-six-member Black Legislative Caucus.

Wes never questioned the depth of harm done to Black Marylanders over generations. At Robin Hood, he had focused on systemic inequities in criminal justice, housing, and education that kept families in poverty. He often reminded audiences that Baltimore had been “the birthplace of redlining,” the discriminatory housing and lending policies that for decades denied Black households opportunities to build wealth. “We don’t have an eight-to-one racial wealth gap because one group is working eight times harder,” he frequently noted.

His worldview shaped his actions as governor. His administration increased funding for Historically Black Colleges and Universities and directed hundreds of millions of dollars in competitively bid state contracts to Black-owned businesses. His housing policies expanded homeownership among Black Marylanders. And in a single action, he pardoned 175,000 Marylanders’ cannabis possession convictions—one of the largest state pardons in American history—offering relief to Black families disproportionately affected by those laws.

Wes nonetheless believed the reparations study bill would not produce meaningful change. He viewed a two-year commission as “performative,” a gesture that would delay action rather than advance it. On May 16, 2025, he vetoed the measure, calling it “the most challenging” of about two dozen end-of-session vetoes he issued that day.

“In light of the many important studies that have taken place on this issue over nearly three decades, now is the time to focus on the work itself,” he wrote in his veto message. He pointed to his administration’s actions to advance racial justice and promised to introduce a package of policies the following session to build on that progress.

A month later, on Juneteenth, Wes elaborated on his thinking in a speech at Bethel AME Church in Cambridge, Maryland.

“The work of repair doesn’t require more analysis,” he told the congregation. “Because we cannot afford to simply ‘meet’ about the situation before us and delay progress. We need action, and we cannot wait. Urgency is the instrument of change.” He then outlined new proposals to expand Black Marylanders’ assets and access to opportunity.

To Wes, this was pragmatism—direct investment and measurable progress over symbolism and study.

To many of Maryland’s Black leaders, it was betrayal. “A slap in the face,” said one advocate. “A painful rejection of the very communities that helped make his historic election possible,” said another.

The reparations bill had passed with veto-proof majorities in both chambers, and legislators made clear that they weren’t finished. House Speaker Adrienne Jones—who had once encouraged Wes to “run his own race”—reminded him that she was not only the first Black woman to lead the chamber but also the niece of a plaintiff whose case helped lay the groundwork for Brown v. Board of Education.

Outside the State House, near the statue of Marshall, protesters gathered with signs depicting slave ships and lynchings, chanting, “What do we want? Reparations! When do we want it? Now!”

“Everyone is upset about this,” said a state senator who had sponsored the commission. “There will be a real backlash from the Black community—not just in Maryland, nationwide.”

He wasn’t wrong. The national press seized on the story. The Washington Post headlined its piece: “Wes Moore, the Nation’s Lone Black Governor, Vetoes Bill to Study Reparations.” A South Carolina state representative called for party leaders to disinvite Wes from a Democratic Party gala weeks later. Wes attended anyway, earning what the New York Times described as “a warm and attentive, if not raucous, reception.”

With reparations supported by roughly 77 percent of Black Americans—but less than a fifth of white Americans—some critics alleged that Wes’s veto was a political calculation, an attempt to avoid alienating white voters ahead of a potential 2028 presidential run. Wes brushed off the speculation.

In December 2025, the legislature overrode Wes’s veto and established a Maryland Reparations Commission. “The governor is a friend of everyone here,” said one of the bill’s lead sponsors. “So we disagree, but we disagree in friendship.”

Angering his longtime allies was more than uncomfortable for Wes. But he kept things in perspective. To him, America’s history was not just a story of hardship and discrimination; it was also one of strength and endurance.

On one podcast, he spoke with the news host Jen Psaki about Harriet Tubman. Born enslaved in 1822, Tubman escaped captivity, then risked her life bringing families to freedom as a conductor on the Underground Railroad. During the Civil War, she volunteered and served behind enemy lines as a Union nurse, scout, and spy.

“I think about what a hypothetical conversation with Harriet Tubman would be if I was telling her how difficult the days are right now,” Wes reflected, “and watching her reaction, considering what she saw every single day.”

He paused before concluding, “The thing that I want to remind people is: Do not forget how powerful you are. Don’t forget our history. We’ve seen dark days before. We’ve seen challenging moments. And the reason that we’re here is because there were people who came before us who said, ‘Hold on—we’re going to be okay.’ And I think what our society needs right now is for people to say, ‘We’re going to be okay, guys. Just hold on.’”

On Wes’s desk, the clock counting down the days of his first term kept ticking. Soon he would ask Marylanders for a second term to continue the work he had begun. Near the clock sat a Bible like the one his grandfather had given him before he went to war—a reminder of his counsel: Have Faith, Not Fear.

“We only have but so long in these seats,” Wes reflected on Kara Swisher’s podcast. “Don’t waste a single day. If there are things you know you can address”—here he ticked through housing, education, and economic opportunity—“and you’re not in that seat focusing on that every day, then why are you in the seat in the first place? What are you there for? Be bold.”




CONGRESSMAN DAN CRENSHAW
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“Are You Here to Do Something, or to Be Something?”
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June 15, 2012. 0200 hours. Sangin, Helmand Province, Afghanistan.

A CH-47 helicopter inserted Lieutenant Dan Crenshaw and his SEAL team into Sangin, an embattled town in northern Helmand Province. British troops stationed there called it “Sangingrad,” after the World War II siege of Stalingrad, one of history’s deadliest battles. More than a fifth of all British soldiers killed in Afghanistan died in Sangin.

The SEALs were there to relieve an elite Marine unit that had faced sustained fire for days. The unit was running low on ammunition. Their radio batteries were nearly spent. One Marine had been paralyzed when an enemy bullet struck his spine; another had been shot through the neck but somehow survived.

Earlier, American aircraft had bombed a nearby compound from which militants had been firing on the Marines. As Dan understood it, U.S. officials were sensitive to allegations of civilian casualties, so senior commanders ordered a “boots on the ground” battle damage assessment, a BDA. In practice, that meant walking to the strike site to confirm that only enemy combatants had been killed, and documenting it.

Given the Marines’ conditions, the SEALs were assigned the task.

“In hindsight, the top brass requiring boots on the ground for a BDA was stupid,” Dan says. “Irrational. But do I have regret? Bitterness? No. I raised my hand for that op because that’s where the action was, and Marines needed help.”

Dan had volunteered to join as an extra shooter. Another officer led the team.

They touched down near the bombed compound. The Marines wished the SEALs luck, boarded the helicopters, and left. “They were glad to be out of that hellhole,” Dan recalls.

The SEALs established an observation post and waited until daybreak before moving on foot toward the compound. Darkness might have seemed safer, but a firefight with the Taliban wasn’t the team’s biggest concern. What they really needed to worry about was stepping on an improvised explosive device, an IED, one of the countless deadly devices buried seemingly at random in buildings, ditches, and fields.

When they arrived at the first compound, around 0700 hours, it was abandoned. The SEALs assumed that the Taliban who had used the place as a fighting position had left behind armed IEDs.

The SEALs swept the courtyard for the buried bombs as best they could. It was always a balance: Wait outside too long, and you could expose yourself to Taliban fire. But rush inside before properly clearing the ground and you could trigger a mine. The enemy had also learned to reduce the metal in their bombs to slivers, making the devices increasingly hard to detect.

The team’s interpreter, Raqman, was busy translating, rushing from place to place to help the platoon manage the dozens of Afghan commandos who had accompanied the SEALs, as they often did at that point in the war.

“I worked with him a million times,” Dan remembers of Raqman. “He was one of our typical guys, and a really good one. Strong. Hard worker. Really smart dude. He even talked about moving to the U.S. one day and becoming a SEAL.”

When a SEAL called for assistance, Raqman ran over without hesitation. He was near Dan when the ground erupted beneath Raqman’s feet. The blast tore away Raqman’s arms and legs. He died within hours.

Dan later wrote:


A train hit me. Ears ringing. What the fuck was that.

Darkness. Something is wrong. Got hit.

My legs—reach down to see if they’re still there.

They’re there. I feel them.

Pain everywhere. Mostly my abdomen. Something shot through it, I think.

My eyes must be caked with mud. I can barely see anything.

I hear groaning and screaming—someone hit an IED.

Pain everywhere but my eyes.

I crawl around a little bit. Mostly to see if my body still functions.

My teammates make their way to me. I ask someone to pour water on my eyes to remove the dirt, so I can see.

It doesn’t work. I can only see light and shapes. Must be a lot of dirt.



An emergency medevac landed about forty-five minutes later. A SEAL shouted for Dan to get on. He rose and winced as a sharp surge of pain shot from the shrapnel lodged in his thigh. Blood soaked his uniform. New Kevlar boxer shorts that Dan bought online had protected his groin.

He refused to be carried. He thought the guys would later make fun of him if he had been. Dan stood up and staggered blindly into the blast of wind and debris from the rotors. A fellow SEAL steadied him as he reached the aircraft. Hands hauled him aboard. The medics gave him something. Everything went dark.

Halfway around the world, near Naval Base Coronado in California, Dan’s fiancée, Tara Blake, was getting ready for work.

The phone rang. Someone from Dan’s command was calling from an undisclosed number. He told Tara that Dan had been hit in an explosion and was in surgery. The officer didn’t know the extent of the injuries. A CACO, a Casualty Assistance Calls Officer, was on the way.

The daughter of a Navy admiral, Tara knew what that meant. You never wanted to see a CACO.

“I went into shock,” she recalls. “I got in the shower. I threw up. Then I got out, got dressed, and waited on my couch for my CACO.”

Her CACO was one of Dan’s good buddies. He did his best to comfort her.

Dan’s injuries were devastating, she would learn. In an earlier era of war and medicine, he probably would have died in excruciating pain.

*

Six years later, on November 6, 2018, Tara Crenshaw stood behind a podium, smiling beside her husband under television lights. Hundreds of Texans cheered. Supporters holding up smartphone cameras crowded the stage, waiting for Dan’s victory speech.

Dan Crenshaw, wearing a black eye patch over his missing right eye, was going to Washington. At thirty-four, he would be the youngest member of the Texas congressional delegation elected that year, and part of the first cohort of millennials to serve in the U.S. House. Commentators across the country speculated that he might be a rising star in the Republican Party.

As Dan would later put it, he wanted to do something more than he wanted to be something. Yet the eye patch, an unmistakable marker of America’s long wars, brought a level of national visibility few lawmakers ever receive. It became one of his defining features. His campaign displayed it on signs. A memorable piece of campaign mail had been shaped like the black patch. Saturday Night Live poked fun at it.

Dan had not sought fame, but now that he had a measure of it, he planned to use it: to exert influence in a new media environment while practicing an older model of conservative leadership—serious, institutional, and policy-oriented. He hoped his voice might inspire more young Americans to pursue military service and public office.

That ambition carried risk. In a media ecosystem that increasingly rewarded outrage over restraint and grievance over governance, his approach would at times cut sharply against the grain, and put his political future at risk.

Dan knew it would not be easy. That was central to why Congress appealed to him. His instinct to move toward challenge had taken hold long before he became a SEAL. It was shaped by the most searing loss a child can endure, an experience that taught him a lasting lesson in courage and drew him toward trials that he might not survive.

SUPERWOMAN

On March 14, 1984, in Aberdeen, Scotland, far from her hometown in Michigan, Susan Crenshaw spent fourteen hours in labor with her husband, Jim, by her side. Her obstetrician was traveling. A medical resident named Clark Kent stepped in. Sue, who loved to laugh, delighted in telling friends that Superman had delivered her firstborn son, Daniel. Ten years later, as she faced her final days, some of those same friends would think of her as Superwoman.

Sue’s father, Bill Breckwoldt, had served in the Pacific during World War II. After the war, he married Elsie, an Austrian American who had arrived in New Jersey as a child after her mother fled their small town in Austria. Bill affectionately nicknamed her “Cookie” for the care packages she sent him while he was overseas. They settled in Detroit, where Bill built a career as an accountant at Ford Motor Company. Sue grew up to become much like Elsie—athletic, warm, and quick to smile, often with a hint of mischief.

After Sue graduated from Michigan State, she left home to pursue a master’s degree in nutrition at Texas A&M. She was drawn by the larger-than-life mythology of Texas. One afternoon in College Station she walked into the Chicken Oil Company, a biker bar known for its jalapeño-stuffed “Death Burger,” and ordered a drink from Jim Crenshaw, a fifth-generation Texan studying to become an oilman.

They fell in love, graduated, married, and moved overseas to Aberdeen, Europe’s oil capital. The young couple traveled often and on short notice. From the fjords of Norway to the savannas of Africa and the jungles of Southeast Asia, they explored the world together.

Dan’s arrival did not slow them down. “We tucked him under an arm like a football and kept moving,” Jim says with a laugh.

The pace at times carried risks. When Dan was six months old, he suffered a sudden medical emergency that could have left him disabled. Jim was away on business when Sue urgently pushed through an unfamiliar European health care system. Within two hours, Dan was in surgery. Sue’s calm decisiveness under pressure reminded Jim of an old oil field saying: “It takes talent to make chicken salad out of chicken shit.”

After six and a half years overseas, the Crenshaws returned to Houston and planted roots for their growing family. Sue gave birth to their second son, Christopher—“CJ,” as he was always called—and the Crenshaws settled in Katy, a young family community on Houston’s western edge. With rice fields stretching to the horizon, Katy had a rural feel, while being close enough to a major airport for Jim’s business travel.

Sue worked as a nutritionist for the school district and served as a room mother at Dan’s elementary school. She grew close with neighborhood moms, including MaryLee Wintersteen, with whom she organized potluck dinners, Bible studies, and a babysitting co-op.

“Some women are more frivolous than others,” Wintersteen recalls. “They care about their weight, the size of their ring, the car they drive. Sue was not like that. She was grounded—very straightforward. I loved her.”

Shortly after CJ’s first birthday, Jim and Sue went to MD Anderson Cancer Center for the results of a breast cancer screening. The moment remains etched into Jim’s memory:


We were there with Sue’s parents. The doctor walked in and said, “You have a very aggressive form of cancer. You won’t live more than five years. I suggest you go home, get your affairs in order, and enjoy life as much as you can.” Then he turned around and walked out. I remember thinking, Can you hit me any harder than that, Doc? Turns out, the little bastard was right. But we did everything in our power to fight.



Sue had an urgent mastectomy and began chemotherapy. The cancer appeared to go into remission. She returned to work and settled into a routine of frequent medical visits.

Six months later, the cancer returned. She endured successive rounds of chemotherapy and lost her hair.

A third round had little effect. Her doctors halted treatment early, and Jim searched for alternatives. One—an intensive juicing regimen—appeared to slow the disease. Each day, Sue drank mixtures of carrot, apple, and parsley juice combined with an enzyme. Her skin turned orange from beta carotene, but the tumors shrank, surprising her doctors.

Then they returned. Sue became one of the first patients to receive Taxotere for breast cancer, a new drug that slowed the cancer’s growth for a time. ABC News even aired a segment on her and the experimental treatment.

Throughout her five-year battle, Sue prioritized time with her sons. She read to them constantly, ate lunch with them at school, and sometimes pulled them out of class for special trips. She played G.I. Joes and board games like Clue with Dan. She cheered at every soccer match.

Dan remembers the years riding with her to hospital appointments in her black Ford Taurus, which they had nicknamed the Black Beauty.

“She was my best friend,” he recalls. “We’d be driving to Memorial, or wherever the hell we were going. When it goes on that long, it kind of becomes normalized. She was sicker sometimes than other times. But she never stopped being my friend.”

One day, as their boys played together outside, Sue confided her greatest fear to her friend Wintersteen.

“I don’t worry about Jim,” Wintersteen recalls Sue saying. “Jim’s strong, and Jim and I have always been real good. I don’t know what’s going to happen to my boys.”

On June 7, 1994, with her family by her side, Sue Crenshaw passed away at home in Katy.

Years later, Dan would dedicate his book, Fortitude, to her, writing: “As a child, the intensity of the experience is made worse as grief is amplified by incomprehension. Going from kindergarten to fourth grade knowing that your mother is dying—that the center of a small boy’s world is collapsing—is an experience I wouldn’t wish on anyone.”

THE TRUTH OF WARRIORDOM

Dan was thirteen when his father handed him a copy of Rogue Warrior and said, “Read this.”

Dan studied the cover: a photo of the ripped, black-bearded author, Richard Marcinko, arms crossed, standing next to a breathless tagline—“The Explosive, #1 New York Times Bestselling Autobiography of the Controversial, Death-Defying Founder of SEAL Team Six.”

A sensationalized account of Marcinko’s role as the first commander of SEAL Team Six, Rogue Warrior and the novels that followed sparked an enduring, almost cultlike following among many young men.

Dan devoured Marcinko’s swaggering writing. In one characteristic passage, Marcinko declared:


Here is a truth of Warriordom. Pain makes the Warrior stronger, not weaker. It is the anvil on which all true Warriors are forged, whether it is the muscle burn, sleep deprivation, and cold of Hell Week, the Marine Corps crucible, Ranger training, Delta Force selection—or the kind of life-and-death struggle in which I was now engaged. The ordinary person gets hurt—and he retreats to deal with his pain. The Warrior takes in all that pain, all that hurt, all that agony, and channels it into pure, unadulterated, kinetic strength and will to win.



“We had Dan in Boy Scouts,” his father Jim recalls. “He attacked that with everything he had. But his heart was empty, and he was looking for purpose. I thought maybe that book would give him something to grab onto, and it did. That book just lit him up.”

Two years after Dan’s mother’s death, the household remained unsettled. A stream of nannies came and went, unable to manage Dan and CJ. One finally seemed to fit. Then, while Jim was abroad for work, she died suddenly of a heart attack.

Dan struggled as his father began dating Carmen, a single mother with two sons aged fourteen and eighteen. The families began to integrate. Soon after, Carmen’s eldest son was killed in a tragic accident. The loss was a devastating blow.

“It was unbearable for them,” Dan remembers. “Parents aren’t supposed to lose their kids.”

“We’ve got to get a fresh start,” Jim told Carmen and the boys. “We’re all struggling.”

Jim accepted a series of energy jobs in Latin America, relocating the blended family first to Quito, Ecuador, and then to Bogotá, Colombia. The boys enrolled in bilingual schools. Dan threw himself into the challenge—devouring military books, playing soccer, and becoming fluent in Spanish.

While many of his wealthy Colombian classmates spent summers in Europe or at family vacation homes, Dan returned to the Texas Hill Country to work on a ranch owned by an Air Force veteran his father knew. In the scorching heat, he fixed fences, hauled rocks, and learned the value of hard work when no one was watching.

Dan’s top college choices—the U.S. Naval Academy and Rice University—turned him down. He eventually applied to and enrolled at Tufts University in Boston on a Naval ROTC scholarship. He majored in international relations and minored in physics, while training relentlessly for the SEALs’ six-month screening and selection program: Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL, known as BUD/S.

By the time he graduated from college and reported to BUD/S in Coronado, California, in 2006, about nine years had passed since he first read Rogue Warrior. He felt as ready as anyone for the crucible ahead, including Hell Week—a gauntlet of freezing surf, grinding physical trials, and extreme sleep deprivation.

But during a seemingly endless race on the third day of Hell Week, as Dan staggered beneath a heavy rubber boat, his leg broke. The Navy sent him back to recover and try again.

Dan healed, trained, and endured nonstop hazing alongside the other “rollbacks”—candidates who had failed prior attempts at BUD/S. One freezing week in January, the SEAL instructor overseeing the rollbacks gave them a simple but sadistic punishment: “You will be wet. Dripping wet. All the time. All week. Bust ’em!” “Bust ’em” was BUD/S jargon for “Go.”

Dan was “dripping wet,” he recalls of that week. “Every hour, every day. That instructor spoke softly and was so freaking evil. But I love him now. He became a friend, as most of my sadistic BUD/S instructors eventually did.”

Weekends offered brief reprieves, and the rollbacks often went out together. At a house party, Dan met Tara Blake, a recent college graduate with a magnetic personality and an unforgettable smile.

“It was an experience I’d never had before,” Tara remembers. “I looked at him and thought, Oh, I’m going to date you. Then he opened his mouth, and I hated him.”

Dan applied the SEAL “never quit” mantra to his courtship, engineering social gatherings in the hope that Tara would appear. One night, while she was having a drink with a friend, someone asked, “Yo, Tara, is that kid’s face on fire?” She looked over and saw Dan, knocked off balance while blowing out a flaming shot of Sambuca.

“Yes,” she deadpanned. “That kid’s face is on fire—and I know him.”

Eventually, a friend of Tara’s, tired of Dan’s persistence, gave him Tara’s number. Dan called to ask her out, but she didn’t answer. Instead she called back late, hoping he wouldn’t pick up so she could leave a voicemail. He answered anyway and again asked her out.

“Halfway through dinner,” Tara says, “I realized he was actually really funny.”

They started dating. When BUD/S came around again, Tara shaved his head and sent him back.

By the final day of his second Hell Week, only a fraction of the original three hundred candidates remained. The Navy invited loved ones to witness the conclusion of the ordeal.

Jim recalls:


They’re hallucinating out in the ocean, treading water. On Thursday night, his brother CJ actually swam out with some of Dan’s friends, carrying garbage bags full of pizzas and Gatorades. It’s a tradition and the instructors pretend not to notice. Dan says, “I think that’s my brother.”

When they come ashore, their knees are swollen, their bodies covered in rashes and scars. They’re completely torn up. And the advice is, “Guys, don’t go to the doctors. They won’t know how to treat you. Go eat. Go home. Fill your body with calories.” Seeing that camaraderie and joy was amazing.



After Hell Week came four more months of BUD/S. Then Free Fall School, in which SEALs and other special operators from across the military learned to jump out of airplanes from high altitude. Next was cold-weather mountain training in Alaska—a crash course in operating in Arctic conditions.

About a year after finishing Hell Week, Dan stood at attention for his Trident pinning, the event that marks a sailor’s official entry into the SEALs.

One of the largest insignia in the U.S. military, the Trident depicts a gold eagle clutching a three-pronged trident, an anchor, and a flintlock pistol. Jim remembers the new SEALs standing at attention as the commander turned to the parents and said, “Whatever it is you taught these kids, we wish we could bottle it. Don’t think for one moment your sons won’t be in harm’s way. They’re the best we have, and they will go places you’ve never heard of.”

Days after graduation, Dan was in Iraq, coordinating intelligence and logistics between SEAL teams and local CIA officers.

On his second deployment, he served with SEAL Team Three’s Task Unit Bruiser, a unit that had fought with distinction during the Battle of Ramadi and whose experience was later chronicled in the book Extreme Ownership by its former commander, Jocko Willink.

Once an insurgent stronghold, Ramadi had become a base for joint sweep operations by U.S. forces alongside Iraqi security units. Dan led night raids across Anbar Province, targeting insurgent leaders and helping build the capacity of Iraqi Army strike forces.

In 2010, midway through Dan’s second Iraq deployment, his friend and fellow SEAL Brendan Looney died in a helicopter crash in Afghanistan. Brendan’s wife, Amy, had grown close to Tara after they discovered they were both from the same small town in Maryland.

“Brendan’s death changed everything,” Tara recalls. “Up until then, maybe on purpose, I never really worried about Dan on deployment. After Brendan died, we never hung up the phone, even if we were mad, without saying ‘I love you.’”

Fifteen months later, just before his third deployment, Dan took Tara on a vacation to Hawaii. Midway through the trip, Dan was recalled early to prepare for deployment. Typical military planning, he thought. They rushed back to Coronado.

Two days before Dan shipped out, in December 2011, he asked Tara to marry him. She said yes—and braced herself for the nine months Dan would be away in Afghanistan’s most violent regions.

LET’S ROLL THE DICE

The IED blast on June 15, 2012, destroyed Dan’s right eye. Shards of metal and copper wire had torn into his left. Doctors told him he had virtually no chance of seeing again.

Virtually.

That was the word. Through recurring flashbacks and pain, Dan told himself he would see again.

Within days, he was flown to Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland, the hospital that took the war’s hardest cases: survivors of blast injuries, amputations, and other catastrophic trauma. Dan couldn’t feel the shards of copper wire that were still lodged in his remaining eye. But knowing they were there—and what they were doing—drove him nearly mad. Pain from the shrapnel radiated through his body.

Dan recalls that the blindness made every moment “quite literally a waking nightmare.” He rarely slept more than an hour before jolting awake, his mind awash with images from Afghanistan. As he waited impatiently for surgery, he remained convinced that the operation would restore his sight—that he would be back “on the gun” in no time. He later credited that irrational confidence with keeping him from losing his mind.

Tara stayed by his side. She recalls that “the entire front of his body was fragged—his hands, his arms, his legs below the knees, his chest around the plate. His face was gnarly. Just totally fragged. A big piece had gone in on the right side of his jaw. You could see it migrating along his jawline and down his neck. They would have to surgically remove this piece of metal and the thick metal octagon-shaped washer that was migrating up his hand to his arm.”

The initial surgeries went well, but Dan’s doctors were still skeptical that he would regain any serious eyesight. Dan was all set to receive a seeing-eye dog to help him navigate the world as a blind person. When they removed the bandages, however, Dan said he could make out an American flag that fellow SEALs had pinned to his wall.

“I don’t know how you’re seeing this,” marveled his doctor, one of the world’s leading ophthalmologists.

Scans soon revealed a small hole at the center of Dan’s retina. The hole itself wasn’t catastrophic, the doctors explained, but the membrane behind the retina created tension that would widen it over time, eventually tearing the eye apart.

The doctors gave Dan two options for surgery. Both involved high risk and a high likelihood of blindness.

Dan chose the most aggressive option and returned to surgery. The delicate procedure required injecting a gas bubble into the eye to serve as a temporary seal on the retina. But the seal would only hold if Dan remained face down—the bed pressing against his fragged body—for six weeks. He passed the time listening to podcasts.

When the bandages finally came off, he saw light. Then color. Shapes. Movement. Gradually, Tara and the doctors hovering near his bed came into focus. He could see. The doctors called it a miracle.

A steady stream of SEALs visited his hospital room with the same message: Come back. The Teams wanted him. They believed in him. With the backing of SEAL leadership, Dan took on the long odds. He returned to the Teams in Coronado nearly three months later. He taught himself to shoot left-handed and trained to exhaustion.

SEAL command welcomed him back and assigned him to an intelligence role while he recovered. He deployed twice more in that capacity, first to the Middle East, then to South Korea. The final judgment, however, came not from the battlefield but from “Big Navy”—headquarters, the bureaucracy.

SEAL operations often relied upon underwater approaches. The acronym itself stood for Sea, Air, and Land. To remain qualified as a SEAL, Dan had to pass a dive physical, an exhaustive examination of a SEAL’s lungs, vision, cardiovascular system, and neurological health. His missing eye, a “hollow orbital,” disqualified him. He was declared medically retired at the rank of lieutenant commander.

“They are so clueless. They don’t understand combat injuries,” Dan would say years later, the memory still visceral enough to raise a vein in his neck.

His compass still pointing toward service, Dan turned to his next mission. He enrolled at Harvard’s Kennedy School to pursue a master’s degree in public policy. After graduating, he went to Washington to work in policy. Like countless aspiring staffers before him, he began networking.

He reached out to Arkansas Senator Tom Cotton, one of the first post-9/11 veterans elected to Congress. John Noonan, Cotton’s national security adviser, agreed to meet with him.

The meeting almost fell through. That morning, Noonan, a former Air Force nuclear launch officer, was buried under a crisis-heavy Washington schedule. He picked up Dan’s résumé, intending to cancel. His eyes paused on a few words: Purple Heart. Bronze Star with Combat “V.” SEAL.

“I felt an immense amount of shame for even thinking about canceling,” Noonan recalls.

When Dan arrived, Noonan noticed the eye patch, connected it to the medals he had just read about, and had an epiphany.

“You shouldn’t be in policy,” Noonan said. “You shouldn’t be a congressional staffer. You should be a member of Congress.”

“Oh, okay. Just like that?” Dan chuckled.

Noonan laid out the case. Dan’s congressman in Houston had just announced his retirement, leaving the Republican primary wide open. Such opportunities were rare; many representatives held their seats for decades.

When Dan, newly graduated from one of America’s top public policy programs, asked Noonan whether he needed more policy experience before launching a run for Congress, Noonan almost burst out laughing.

“Look around at some of the people in this chamber,” he told Dan. “You do not need more policy experience.”

With no money and no plan, Dan decided, “What the hell, let’s roll the dice and let the voters decide.”

Back in Houston, Dan filed his candidacy and met with Sue Walden, a Republican campaign adviser with decades of experience in Texas politics. She took the meeting as a favor to a friend. Dan had never held office. He had virtually no name recognition, no money, no team—and less than four months to make an impression. Still, struck by his seriousness and record of service, she agreed to advise him and make a few key introductions.

“I really like you,” she said, but then provided some sobering advice. “I don’t want you to put your own money, or your family’s, into this campaign. You don’t have much, and this isn’t going to end well.”

Dan didn’t argue. Days earlier, a Houston political consultant had provided an even more direct forecast: You’re going to lose.

Noonan, who stayed on as an adviser to the fledgling campaign, heard that and laughed. “That’s the worst possible thing you can say to a Navy SEAL—telling them they can’t get something done.”

As Dan worked the community and Walden sensed interest building, she began to see a narrow but possible path to victory. If no candidate in the crowded nine-way primary secured a majority, the top two would advance to a runoff, and Walden thought Dan could finish second. She agreed to become his campaign manager.

Dan focused far more on policy than many first-time candidates. As Walden recalls, he drafted a twenty-point plan to address flooding after Hurricane Harvey. He posted long selfie videos explaining his views on issues ranging from border security to health care. Some days, amid the grind, Walden would find him lying on the office floor with a T-shirt over his face, resting his eye and listening to podcasts.

Dan ran as a conservative who could appeal beyond his party’s base. He courted Latino voters in Spanish. He supported Trump’s call for a border wall but argued that the United States should treat Mexico as a partner. His primary opponents sought to paint him as an “anti-Trump liberal,” pointing to his comments in 2015 in which he criticized Trump’s “insane rhetoric” about Muslim communities.

Dan pushed relentlessly to compensate for his rivals’ greater financial firepower. One opponent spent roughly $6 million of her own money, flooding the airwaves and locking up key endorsements. Dan raised only $175,000 and relied almost entirely on no-cost tactics.

“Dan’s stepmom would gather a bunch of ladies to stand at intersections,” Walden recalls. “They’d stand for hours, waving signs and calling out his name. It was a real grassroots campaign.” Another group of elderly volunteers pitched in, calling themselves “Dan’s Grans.”

The campaign invested in simple signage featuring a stylized drawing of Dan’s eye-patched face and a blunt message: “Navy SEAL. Texan. Conservative.” Meanwhile, the two best-funded candidates largely ignored him, focusing their attacks—and their money—on each other.

On March 6, 2018, in what the Texas Tribune called “one of the most stunning races of the night,” Dan eked out a second-place finish with 12,679 votes, beating the millionaire self-funder by 155 votes. A state legislator finished first, with about a third of the roughly 45,000 votes cast.

“The other two candidates were going hardcore negative on each other, and nobody saw Dan coming,” Noonan says. “He ran the football straight up the middle of that feud.”

Weeks later, Dan won the primary runoff with nearly 70 percent of the vote.

Four days before the general election, he was thrust into the national spotlight for the first time. Saturday Night Live’s “Weekend Update” flashed his photo during a segment on political candidates.

“This guy is kinda cool—Dan Crenshaw,” cast member Pete Davidson said, grinning at the image of the eye-patch-wearing candidate. “You may be surprised to hear he’s a congressional candidate from Texas—and not a hitman in a porno movie.”

After a beat, Davidson added awkwardly, “I’m sorry. I know he lost his eye in war, or whatever.”

Commentators across the political spectrum—from conservatives like Tucker Carlson on Fox News to liberals like Whoopi Goldberg on The View—quickly criticized Davidson’s joke, including his dismissive final, possibly unscripted “or whatever.”

Dan responded on Twitter: “Good rule in life: I try hard not to offend; I try harder not to be offended. That being said, I hope @nbcsnl recognizes that vets don’t deserve to see their wounds used as punchlines for bad jokes.”

Days later, the midterm elections reshaped Washington. Amid a backlash to Trump’s first two years as president, Republicans lost forty seats and control of the House. In Houston, though, Dan won his GOP-leaning district by a solid 7.2 points.

Saturday Night Live invited him to appear alongside Davidson for a televised apology, which he accepted. On Veterans Day weekend, live from New York City, Dan deadpanned to the audience: “This is Pete Davidson. He looks like if the meth from Breaking Bad was a person.”

After a few more jokes, Dan softened his tone, including delivering a tribute to Davidson’s father, a firefighter who had died responding to the World Trade Center attacks on 9/11. Then Dan said:


There’s a lot of lessons to learn here. Not just that the Left and Right can still agree on some things, but also this: Americans can forgive one another. We can remember what brings us together as a country and still see the good in each other . . . When you say “never forget” to a veteran, you are implying that, as an American, you are in it with them—not separated by some imaginary barrier between civilians and veterans, but connected together as grateful fellow Americans who will never forget the sacrifices of veterans past and present. And never forget those we lost on 9/11—heroes like Pete’s father. So I’ll just say this, Pete: never forget.



THE FUTURE OF THE GOP?

Within a few months of appearing on Saturday Night Live, the thirty-four-year-old freshman had built a social media following larger than any Republican in the House, where the average age hovered near fifty-eight. Politico greeted his arrival with a major profile, titled “Is Dan Crenshaw the Future of the GOP?”

Dan recognized both the opportunity and the risk of his rapid rise. Visibility brought influence, but also constant scrutiny. Critics could clip, distort, and then make viral anything he said. In a Congress where many members preferred TV cameras to legislating, Dan was ambitious, policy-minded, and eager to deliver results. At the same time, he saw a rare opportunity: to govern seriously while building a national following.

He developed bipartisan relationships, including with fellow veterans like Maine Democrat Jared Golden. He focused on Houston priorities like energy, flooding, and border security, and he used his platform to reach younger voters who had been drifting away from the Republican Party.

Dan sought to master the facts and understand opposing arguments before engaging. At times, however, his direct, overconfident manner alienated colleagues and undercut his broader efforts.

A fellow Texas Republican put it this way: “I love Dan. He’s one of the best people I know at explaining complex policy in ways normal people can understand. But he rubs some people the wrong way—like a know-it-all—when really he’s just trying to tell the truth as he sees it.”

Dan was aware of this flaw. In one interview, he joked that “the biggest compliment” he got from his SEAL Team friends was, “Wow, you haven’t changed. You’re still a jerk.”

Still, he believed clarity mattered more than comfort. He thought he could cut through the noise and build a following grounded in what he viewed as core conservative principles: limited government, free markets, and civil liberties.

In his 2020 book, Fortitude: American Resilience in the Era of Outrage, Dan described outrage culture as a way of thinking that elevated emotion over reason, assumed the worst of others’ intentions, and rewarded performative intensity over evidence. Online, outrage was often seen as a marker of authenticity and crowded out calmer debate. “Regular, hard-working, generally unoffended Americans sigh with exhaustion—daily,” he wrote in the Washington Post.

Dan supported most of Trump’s first-term agenda, diverging selectively. He dismissed Trump’s first impeachment as “the thinnest, weakest, fastest case for impeachment since our nation’s founding.” At a Turning Point USA event in Palm Beach, Florida, two days after the House impeachment vote, Dan went up onstage and handed Trump the red card he had used to vote no.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Dan introduced the End Lockdowns Now Act and called for businesses and schools to reopen sooner. In such moments, he did not merely follow the party line; he helped shape it.

But when Trump announced a sudden withdrawal of the small U.S. military presence in Syria, Dan warned that chaos could spread quickly and that America’s presence abroad was essential to security at home. After Trump disparaged the late Senator John McCain, Dan responded publicly: “There is just no reason to be talking about Senator McCain after he has passed. He is not your political enemy, Mr. President.”

On January 6, as rioters breached the Capitol, Dan posted a blunt message on Twitter: “Stop this bullshit right now.”

When Congress reconvened hours later, the building still smelled of tear gas. Nearly 140 police officers had been injured, some seriously. The House faced a choice: continue objecting to the Electoral College results, or allow the count to proceed.

Over a hundred congressional Republicans, including Dan, voted to certify the results in every state. The remaining Republicans did not. The next morning, Dan explained his decision in a Wall Street Journal op-ed:


Millions of Americans were falsely led to believe that the final say in the election of our next president lay with a single body, Congress . . . Article II of the Constitution lays out a clear role for Congress: “The President of the Senate shall, in the presence of the Senate and House of Representatives, open all the certificates and the votes shall then be counted.” . . . It does not say “object and decertify if you feel the state’s certification is wrong.”



Later, he described the objections more bluntly. “Look, if you really believe it was stolen, okay. But I think a lot of members didn’t believe it and still voted that way. I don’t mind the true believers. What I don’t like is people who quietly hope for an outcome while they vote the opposite. That’s real chicken shit.”

RISE OF THE INFLUENCERS

With Democrats controlling both chambers of Congress and the White House during the first two years of Joe Biden’s presidency, Dan’s legislative opportunities were limited. Even so, he remained a prominent Republican voice.

He focused increasingly on communication, launching a weekly podcast, Hold These Truths, which he considered the most enjoyable part of his job. His guests ranged from former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice to a writer examining America’s emerging “crisis of meaning” to a designated exorcist for the Roman Catholic Church. Dan asked thoughtful questions and challenged conventional thinking. By mid-2025, his podcast had accumulated more than 360,000 downloads a month, making it the third-most followed podcast hosted by any current U.S. officeholder, behind Texas Senator Ted Cruz and California Governor Gavin Newsom.

The rapidly expanding online media ecosystem weakened traditional gatekeepers and allowed members of Congress to speak directly to their constituents in real time. It also eroded shared standards of decorum and encouraged conflict, pulling even serious-minded legislators like Dan into the fray. He underestimated how quickly the same platforms that sometimes rewarded seriousness could also punish it.

For many Americans, the collapse of trust in traditional institutions had been building for years. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were fought at enormous cost, with shifting justifications and no clear end state. The financial crisis followed. Then came the COVID-19 pandemic. Together with a growing perception that government, media, and corporate power spoke with one coordinated voice, these experiences fed a sense that dissenting views were marginalized rather than answered. In that environment, figures who challenged orthodoxies, even if clumsily or presumptively, found an audience hungry for confrontation with authority rather than deference to it.

What often emerged were not shared understandings but competing realities—polarized, confident, and increasingly profitable. A new class of figures broadly referred to as influencers rose to prominence. Many operated outside traditional institutions, some commanding audiences that rivaled or exceeded those of legacy outlets. The most successful amassed millions of followers, linking audience growth to substantial wealth potential and creating incentives for outrage-driven content. Some influencers took payments to promote outside interests, without publicly disclosing those payments or the ways in which they influenced their commentary.

Dan believed he could master the medium without being mastered by it. He built a large following, raised millions in grassroots donations, and sought to channel that influence toward a more pragmatic conservatism. He argued that tone and dishonesty, rather than ideology, had become the central problem in American politics.

In the run-up to the 2022 midterm elections, Dan became more directly involved in Republican primaries. With most congressional districts effectively noncompetitive in general elections, he believed primaries—low-turnout contests dominated by the most partisan voters—offered the greatest opportunity for influence. He backed candidates he viewed as serious about governing.

Among them was fellow SEAL veteran Morgan Luttrell. With Dan’s support and others, Luttrell coasted to victory in a crowded, eleven-way primary in a Texas district just north of Dan’s hometown of Katy. Some opponents resented Dan’s involvement and branded him a RINO, “Republican in Name Only,” a label which, when it stuck, could be politically damaging in Republican primaries.

Crenshaw identified as a conservative, as did Luttrell and many of the Republican candidates Dan had backed. According to GovTrack’s ideological rankings, based in part on voting data, Dan ranked as the fifteenth most conservative of the 435 members of the House in 2024. Yet truth was often a casualty of the new media environment. In some online corners, the perception of Dan as a RINO began to gain traction.

Around the same time, Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine deepened divisions within the Republican Party. A growing faction of conservatives, shaped by disillusionment over decades of costly foreign wars, questioned U.S. involvement abroad. Skepticism toward foreign entanglements grew, amplified by influencers and, in some cases, hardened into strident isolationism.

Dan appreciated both the limits of American power and the importance of defending the post–World War II international order, particularly the territorial sovereignty of allied democracies. He argued that Russian President Vladimir Putin had watched the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan and concluded that America was weak and less willing to assert itself internationally. Aid to Ukraine, Dan maintained, was a practical investment in deterring Russian aggression without committing U.S. troops, provided Europe bore a greater share of the burden.

In May 2022, Dan and Representative Brian Fitzpatrick, the former FBI agent who had served in Ukraine before entering Congress, traveled to the region. Although official congressional travel was restricted, they rented a car in Poland and drove across the border. There they walked through a bombed-out school, met with Ukrainian officials and soldiers, and sought details on how Ukraine planned to use the $40 billion in aid Congress had just approved.

As criticism of his position intensified online, Dan grew frustrated by attacks laced with misinformation. When one critic mocked U.S. aid with factually inaccurate claims, Dan responded on Twitter: “Investing in the destruction of our adversary’s military, without losing a single American troop, strikes me as a good idea. You should feel the same.”

The comment drew a response from then-Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, one of Congress’s most vocal opponents of U.S. involvement in Ukraine. “So you think we are fighting a proxy war with Russia?” she wrote. “You speak as if Ukrainian lives should be thrown away . . . For your proxy war? How does that help Americans?”

“Still going after that slot on Russia Today, huh?” Dan shot back, referring to the state-run television network.

The exchange, along with a Fox News appearance in which Dan made a similar case for Ukraine aid, caught the attention of Tucker Carlson, who at the time was the host of the most-watched prime-time program on cable news and one of the most influential voices in conservative media. Time magazine had once called Carlson “the most powerful conservative in America.”

To his supporters, Carlson’s appeal lay in his willingness to confront what others would not. Over a twenty-five-year career spanning MSNBC, CNN, and Fox News, he had built a reputation for challenging bipartisan consensus, particularly on foreign policy. He criticized the Iraq War, the length and cost of the war in Afghanistan, and what he portrayed as the arrogance of the national security establishment. When Carlson traveled to Moscow in 2024 to interview Russian President Vladimir Putin, admirers praised the move as audacious rather than irresponsible, further evidence of a willingness to question taboos and confront powerful figures.

Many of Carlson’s listeners treated his misstatements as provocation or hyperbole in service of a deeper truth. Carlson’s critics, by contrast, saw reckless lies and questioned his agenda and financial incentives—even alleging that he was paid by Russia and other foreign interests.

CRENSHAW VS. CARLSON

After Dan defended aid to Ukraine, Carlson mocked him on air as “Eyepatch McCain,” invoking the late Senator John McCain as a prominent “neocon,” a term he used to disparage Republicans he blamed for the Iraq War and other foreign interventions.

Dan initially let the jab pass, aside from posting the full video of his Ukraine argument, “not spliced up for dramatic effect,” as he put it. It made little sense to squabble publicly with the most popular individual host on Fox News.

Carlson’s attacks followed a familiar pattern. He routinely targeted Republicans he labeled “establishment” or “neocon,” a category that included not only Dan but some of the party’s most conservative figures, including onetime Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell, House Speaker Kevin McCarthy, former United Nations ambassador Nikki Haley, and Texas Senators Ted Cruz and John Cornyn. Bipartisan cooperation, in particular, was treated as evidence of corruption or betrayal. Carlson continually asserted that the Democratic Party and its leaders “hate America.”

In 2023, the tension within conservative media came into sharp relief when a defamation lawsuit by Dominion Voting Systems against Fox News revealed internal text messages that showed how audience loyalty and profit pressured factual accuracy during the 2020 presidential election. In one exchange, Carlson wrote of a Fox reporter who had fact-checked Trump’s claims, “Please get her fired. It needs to stop immediately, like tonight. It’s measurably hurting the company. The stock price is down. Not a joke.”

Instead, Fox News parted ways with Carlson days after settling its lawsuit with Dominion Voting Systems for $787 million. Carlson soon reemerged as one of the most influential independent conservative media figures in America.

The effectiveness of Carlson’s critiques as an independent voice rested in part on an asymmetry of consequence. Dan’s words carried institutional weight. Carlson’s carried reach. One was bound by the responsibilities of office. The other was free to accuse, speculate, and move on, largely untouched by the fallout.

Dan understood the dynamic and, for years, refused to respond to Carlson’s attacks—neocon, RINO, Eyepatch McCain. But the pressure was building. His silence had begun to feel less like restraint than acquiescence.

Then came TikTok.

In 2024, Dan joined an overwhelmingly bipartisan vote led by Representative Mike Gallagher of Wisconsin, a fellow veteran, to restrict TikTok’s Chinese ownership. The Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party that Gallagher chaired argued that TikTok collected data on more than 150 million Americans and posed a national security threat. The legislation followed classified briefings and reflected rare agreement across party lines.

On his podcast the following day, Carlson portrayed the vote not as a national security judgment but as an act of political betrayal. “The majority of House Republicans, amazingly, just aligned with the Biden administration on one of its top priorities to ban the social media app TikTok,” he said. He singled out Dan by name, mocking him as a “neocon congressman”—“the Nikki Haley of Texas”—and accused him of casting dissenters as traitors. “You’re a bad American if you don’t agree with me, says Dan Crenshaw,” Carlson added. “The rest of the liars said similar things.”

For Dan, this was no longer a matter of simply personal offense. As a member of the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence, he was entrusted with access to classified information and charged with oversight of the nation’s intelligence agencies. Carlson was portraying an important national security vote as ideological treason and elite betrayal. The attack did not merely question his judgment. Silence, Dan concluded, would allow a dangerous fiction to spread unchecked.

Dan responded publicly, accusing Carlson of chasing clicks rather than truth. Carlson, he wrote, had built an audience “defending America’s enemies and attacking America’s allies,” while using his platform to “sow doubt, paranoia, and false narratives” for personal gain.

The language marked another departure from the restraint Dan had argued public figures should model.

“Tucker will eventually fade into nothingness,” Dan wrote, “because his veneer of faux intellectualism is quickly falling apart and revealing who he truly is: a cowardly, know-nothing elitist who is full of shit.”

Throughout 2024, the presidential campaign crowded out most legislative work. The TikTok bill was among the few major measures to be signed into law. Many Republicans, Dan included, stayed out of the presidential primary. Once Trump secured the nomination, nearly all incumbents publicly backed him. Dan did as well, citing policy reasons and pointing to an essay by a conservative commentator arguing that the Biden Justice Department had overreached in prosecuting Trump.

Even as his own dispute with Carlson escalated, Dan continued to articulate the kind of political culture he believed the country needed. After Trump was reelected president in November 2024, Dan delivered the keynote address at a Harvard Kennedy School program for newly elected members of Congress.

He opened with a question: “Are you here to do something, or to be something?”

If they wanted to do something, to legislate and shape outcomes, Dan said they would need to build relationships across party lines, keep their word, and resist the urge to speak out on every cultural flashpoint. Communication mattered, he said, but governing required discipline and consistency, especially online.

“Fight the right way. Fight honestly,” he urged. “It’s okay to disagree. Just be honest. Put thought into your critiques and into the counterargument.”

It sounded like an ode to an older political culture.

At the same time, his dispute with Carlson escalated. At a public event, Carlson derided a person he described as “the single most left-wing Republican I’ve ever met.

“He has no interest in the United States whatsoever,” Carlson said. “He doesn’t even pretend. I’m not going to name names . . . It’s Dan Crenshaw, the most liberal, left-wing person I’ve ever met in Congress, the enemy of everything you voted for.” (Dan notes that Carlson had never actually met him in person or spoken to him directly.)

From an electoral standpoint, de-escalating such a public dispute with a powerful right-wing figure would have been prudent, if possible. Carlson and others like him benefited from such clashes, and many Republican voters were avid followers. But Dan struggled to let the attacks go—part pride, part anger at what he saw as lies propagated without consequence.

In an interview with a British broadcaster on February 24, 2025, the camera continued rolling after the interview had ended. Dan and the interviewer had removed their microphones when the interviewer asked whether he had ever met Carlson. “We’ve talked a lot on Twitter,” Dan said, offhand. “If I ever meet him, I’ll fucking kill him. I’m not kidding. He’s the worst person.”

The outlet briefly posted the footage before deleting it, but the clip went viral. Dan pointed out that it was a “hot mic” moment not meant literally. His spokesperson said it was an offhand remark, not a real threat. Whatever his intent, it was a serious lapse in judgment, and it handed his critics an opening.

Carlson seized on it, posting and reposting segments under banners such as “Tucker’s Brutal Takedown of Fake Conservative Dan Crenshaw.” The attacks ricocheted across social media, propelled by engagement-driven algorithms and a widening circle of influencers.

“I DIDN’T SIGN UP FOR THIS”

As the 2026 midterms approached, multiple primary challengers entered the race for Dan’s seat, following his years of sustained online clashes with critics. Since his 2018 upset victory, the district had been redrawn several times. By 2026, it leaned Republican by 12 points, making it safely conservative. Some observers wondered whether the political terrain had shifted beneath Dan.

Dan responded with a mix of defiance and fatigue. “I ran as a SEAL,” he said. “Turns out I still am one. I’ll beat these guys, but it’s exhausting.”

One challenger emerged as the frontrunner: Steve Toth, a sixty-five-year-old Texas state representative and ordained minister who had unsuccessfully challenged another Texas Republican in 2016. Toth had previously supported Dan, even saying he’d once had a “man-crush” on him. But the redrawn congressional district contained much of Toth’s state legislative district, and his constituency and conservative voting record presented a threat that Dan couldn’t ignore. Toth was not a fringe figure, but a Republican with a base of his own.

Carlson soon invited Toth onto his podcast. During the episode, Carlson mocked Dan as “dumb—head injury dumb,” a comment Toth rejected. Toth instead suggested Dan might be using Congress to position himself for “a cushy lobbying position.” Carlson’s team broke the ninety-minute interview into fifteen clips and pushed it aggressively on social media.

Dan and his campaign felt confident, at first. Toth began running attack ads criticizing Dan for supporting U.S. visas for Afghan allies—people like his late interpreter Raqman. Playing off the title of Dan’s book Fortitude, a right-wing political action committee funded by unknown sources began sending mail with the header “Frauditude: Washington DC’s Best Sellout, ‘DC Dan.’” Other ads falsely claimed he was “making millions” trading stocks as a member of Congress and distorted his positions on issues such as red flag laws, which allow courts to temporarily remove firearms from individuals deemed to be a danger to themselves or others.

Unless there is a scandal, incumbents are almost always favored to win, especially in primaries. Most voters pay little attention to primary contests. Dan’s name recognition was very high, and party leaders continued to back him, with a few notable exceptions, such as Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, who endorsed Toth.

As the primary approached, polling showed Toth gaining ground. Attack ads—backed in part by a billionaire Texas businessman, Robert Marling, who was a major supporter of Cruz and contributed $675,000 to a super PAC to oppose Dan—circulated widely, particularly among the most partisan voters who were the most likely to turn out on election day. On the ground, some voters described Dan as aloof or arrogant. “They just don’t like him,” one major donor said, still loyal to Dan and assuming the race would go to a run-off. Meanwhile, Trump stayed out of the race, one of only two Republican primary races in Texas where he chose not to endorse a candidate.

“If you’re explaining, you’re losing,” goes the adage in political campaigns. Dan often found himself explaining anyway—hoping that what he saw as petty online disputes would be washed away by the next news cycle, and that truth, stated plainly, still mattered. What unsettled him most was not the political risk, but the realization that a media ecosystem built to reward escalation had turned disagreement into spectacle, crowding out the kind of public service he believed in.

The result was decisive. On March 3, 2026, Toth defeated Dan by 15 points.

In her final years, Susan Crenshaw had taught her firstborn son how to live with courage. Supported by his wife, military doctors and nurses, and his brothers in the SEAL Teams, Dan endured a recovery marked by pain that at times felt endless. Even when he could not see, he had held fast to an improbable vision: to serve again as a SEAL. When the rules of Big Navy ended that pursuit, his courage carried him to a second form of service.

Congress had tested a different kind of courage—moral courage, often less visible than the courage Dan displayed as a SEAL, sometimes harder to sustain. He had always sought out challenges, but the one he’d encountered in Washington felt uniquely demoralizing.

Dan believed his following had given him leverage to do something, even as he sensed the tension with being something. Whether it was possible to do both—and still lead within his party—remained an open question, though after his defeat, it increasingly seemed unlikely.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” he says. “People say I signed up for this. I didn’t sign up for this. I just want to do real work—fight the cartels, stop flooding in Houston, real stuff that affects the lives of the people in my district—not this bullshit. Just tell the truth. That’s all I’m asking. That’s it. Tell the truth.”




CONGRESSMAN SETH MOULTON
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“What Inspires Me Are Those Eighteen-Year-Old Marines”
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In a tent in the cradle of civilization, Second Lieutenant Seth Moulton waited for a war that might not come.

He was twenty-four years old, responsible for a platoon of thirty-five infantry Marines in the storied First Marine Division—a force of roughly twenty-five thousand in Kuwait commanded by General Jim Mattis. They had camped in the desert for weeks without showers, training each day in the sand, at times sealed inside chemical weapons suits meant to protect against a biological or chemical attack. Such weapons were central to the claims about why the war was being fought.

Would the United States really invade Iraq, topple Saddam Hussein, and strip him of the weapons that U.S. intelligence said he possessed?

Seth doubted it. He made a bet with the other lieutenants.

This is crazy, he recalls thinking. This has to be a show of force. There’s no way [President George W.] Bush would actually do this.

He bet no. About half of the lieutenants agreed.

In the middle of the night on March 20, 2003, a Marine standing fire watch woke Seth for an urgent meeting with the captain who commanded his company.

“We’re going. Get your guys ready to mount up on the Amtracs,” the captain told his lieutenants. The armored amphibious vehicles that the U.S. military had first used in World War II would soon carry the Marines across the border into Iraq.

“Oh, and one more thing, Lieutenant Moulton,” the captain said as Seth prepared to leave the tent. “These two are with you.”

He assigned to Seth’s platoon two seventeen-year-old Marines who’d flown into Kuwait hours earlier, fresh from boot camp. They would spend their first days in the infantry in an invasion.

“They were scared,” Seth remembers. “And I was too. We all expected to get slimed—hit with chemical weapons. It’s a prospect so disillusioning you could only laugh. These new guys weren’t up to laughing yet.”

Across the border, the Army drove north through the western desert. The Marines slogged east, through mud and the towns of the Tigris River Valley. They slept little. At times they ran so short on food that they scavenged from trash heaps. Acting on faulty intelligence, they fought, sweating profusely, in chemical protective gear.

The U.S. strategy emphasized speed and overwhelming force. Seth’s battalion advanced so quickly that another American unit mistook them for Iraqi troops and called in artillery to fire on their position.

An American 155-millimeter shell tore through one of Seth’s Marines, nearly ripping him in two. Seth and his men rushed him onto a Huey helicopter for an emergency medical evacuation, bracing for the worst.

“I was just waiting to hear that he died,” Seth recalls.

Miraculously, the Marine survived. After dozens of surgeries, he was medically retired at nineteen years old.

Weeks later, Saddam fled Baghdad and Iraq’s military collapsed.

In Saddam City—a vast, impoverished neighborhood that would soon be renamed Sadr City—Iraqis surged toward the Marines’ Amtracs, pumping their fists and shouting in celebration.

The scene remains etched in Seth’s memory. Rucksacks strapped to the vehicles shook loose and tumbled into the crowd. Each pack held equipment worth more than many Iraqis earned in a year.

“These were the poorest of the poor,” Seth recalls. “Yet as the packs secured to the sides of our Amtracs would get ripped off in the narrow streets, these Iraqis would be running alongside, pushing the packs back up to us, not taking them or even the food inside.

“That’s how much they loved us for getting rid of Saddam. I’ve never seen a more hopeful, optimistic, excited place on Earth. If you asked me now where the happiest place I’ve ever been was, I’d probably say Oktoberfest in Munich. But right after that was Iraq in 2003.”

Seth and his Marines had made it to Baghdad, together and victorious. They were the tip of the spear. It was a high point of their lives.

He had no idea how quickly it would all come crashing down.

“A BRIGHT FUTURE BECKONED”

“‘How does it work?’ That was always what I wanted to know,” Seth says, describing the question that drove him as a boy in Marblehead, Massachusetts. At bedtime, he would ask his father to read from his favorite book, The Encyclopedia of Modern Locomotives, which he first saw around age five.

Seth’s parents, Tom and Lynn, met as students at Brown before settling in Marblehead, near where Tom had grown up. The small New England coastal town is steeped in American history. The first U.S. Navy ship was manned by Marblehead men. Cliffside mansions overlook the Atlantic, while half a dozen yacht clubs dot the harbor.

Many residents, including the Moultons, lived solidly middle-class lives. Tom, an attorney, and Lynn, who left an early job at a tech firm to raise their children, bought a house within walking distance of the local elementary school. The home also happened to be downwind of a major power plant. According to Seth, many neighbors later developed cancer that residents believed was linked to the plant’s emissions—including his mother.

When Seth was in fifth grade, Lynn was bedridden with breast cancer for nearly a year. She eventually recovered fully. Seth did not learn until adulthood how life-threatening her illness had been.

His parents’ credo was simple: Work hard, do well in school, and be nice. Seth excelled with minimal supervision. His curiosity ran deep. For high school, he had expected to follow in his father’s footsteps and attend a nearby parochial school. But after touring several New England prep schools, he found himself drawn to Phillips Academy Andover, one of the oldest schools in the nation.

Founded in 1778, Andover counts among its alumni a long list of American luminaries, including presidents and leaders in science, law, and letters. Seth attended on scholarship and thrived. He rowed crew, served as a sports editor of the school paper, and cultivated an idiosyncratic interest in the pipe organ.

He next enrolled at Harvard to study physics, only later realizing how badly he had underestimated the rigor of a department that counted nine Nobel laureates among its faculty. He would push through it, graduating far from the top of his class but with a physics major and a cum laude distinction.

Seth’s interest in the pipe organ drew him to Memorial Church at the center of Harvard Yard. There he attended weekday morning prayers, said to be the nation’s oldest continuously run prayer services, dating back to Harvard’s founding in 1636. “It challenges you to think about how to be a little bit better person, every single day,” he says of the ritual. Through it, Seth met a man who would become a pivotal mentor: the church’s minister, the Reverend Professor Peter J. Gomes.

Gomes defied easy categorization. An American Baptist minister, he was Black, openly gay, and at one point such a prominent Republican that he had held the Bible for Ronald Reagan’s second inauguration. He later became a Democrat so he could vote in the Democratic primary for one of his former students, Deval Patrick, who was elected governor of Massachusetts in 2006. Gomes’ sermons blended Scripture with commentary on the times, rich oratory, and disarming wit.

Gomes welcomed students of all backgrounds to Harvard’s Memorial Church and hosted teas and small dinners at his Greek Revival home on campus. There, sometimes dressed in a smoking jacket, he poured sherry and offered impromptu toasts on subjects ranging from friendship to freedom. Like his sermons, the toasts pointed toward larger questions of purpose and meaning.

Completed in 1932, Memorial Church honors the University’s war dead. Seth committed to memory the inscription above the 1,113 names carved into its stone walls:


WHILE A BRIGHT FUTURE BECKONED

THEY FREELY GAVE THEIR LIVES AND FONDEST HOPES

FOR US AND OUR ALLIES

THAT WE MIGHT LEARN FROM THEM COURAGE

IN PEACE TO SPEND

OUR LIVES MAKING A BETTER WORLD FOR OTHERS



The church and its preacher guided Seth toward what would become the most consequential decision of his life.

“It takes courage to spend your life making a better world for others,” Seth recalls realizing. “I was inspired by the names on that wall and by that inscription. I thought, If there were eighteen-year-olds who could go out and do this, then I wanted to do it too.”

He chose the Marine Corps after an Army veteran told him it was the military’s toughest branch. Many of his friends thought he was out of his mind. Most simply did not understand why he would do it. The Corps felt far removed from the more conventional Ivy League paths into finance, law, or medicine.

“There was no career choice he could have made that would have made me more unhappy, except if he had chosen a life of crime,” his mother later told a reporter for Boston Magazine.

Nonetheless, Seth embraced his decision. He won a competition to deliver Harvard’s Class of 2001 student commencement address and talked about service. Standing before Memorial Church, he told the tens of thousands gathered in Harvard Yard, “Greatness takes people who are bold and courageous, people who are willing to take extraordinary steps to an uncertain future. Some of the best advice I ever received was this: ‘When you’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t—always do.’ Take that first step. Accept the risk.”

Gomes sat on the stage alongside Harvard’s president, deans, and faculty, all in full academic regalia. A student reporter for the Harvard Crimson asked him what he thought of Seth’s speech.

“His commencement talk is a perfect encapsulation of the person he is,” Gomes said. “The rest of his life will be spent living the implications of what he said.”

Months later, on 9/11, those implications came into sharper relief.

Seth remembers sitting at home, watching the news unfold on television. His parents were certain that 9/11 would change his mind about the Marines. Surely he would back out now that war seemed inevitable.

He had not yet reported to basic training. But as Americans lined up at recruiting stations, Seth felt affirmed in his decision. He had accepted the risk, the first of many such decisions he would make in a life of service.

“This is why I signed up,” he told his mother.

He did not say the words aloud. He didn’t think she would understand it. Few did.

Marines move to the sound of guns.

THE BATTLE OF NAJAF

“You are relieved of command, Lieutenant.”

Seth stood in disbelief. His captain had just stripped him of his platoon.

The night before, Seth’s Marines had responded to a grenade attack outside their base. It was chaos—shouting, smoke, and gunfire. An Iraqi policeman in civilian clothes was caught in the crossfire and gravely wounded. Following protocol, Seth reported the incident, waking his commander over the radio in the middle of the night.

The next day, the captain denied that Seth had ever informed him. Perhaps, in a sleep-deprived state, he didn’t remember the conversation. Regardless, the incident was not reported up the chain of command as required. Someone, Seth concluded, would have to answer for it.

“It was incredibly hard,” Seth recalls. “I was totally crushed. Everything I had fought for, every risk I had taken to become a Marine officer, it all felt like it was collapsing. And worst of all, I was losing the Marines I had come to love. I also knew that I had to take responsibility for what happened. The Marine Corps taught you that.”

He lay awake night after night, wondering how he might have managed the relationship with his commanding officer differently.

Seth was reassigned as a battalion watch officer, a desk job at battalion headquarters, serving under a no-nonsense battalion operations officer who told him to keep his chin up, do the work, and look for ways to add value. It was not an enviable assignment. Though he was later decorated for his actions during the invasion, Seth never spoke about the medal, a Navy and Marine Corps Commendation Medal with a Combat “V” for valor. He says he would have traded it without hesitation to have his platoon back.

Weeks after U.S. forces toppled Saddam Hussein, there was little clarity about what they should do next. Marines improvised. Some officers worked to reconstitute police and fire departments, others to restart basic utilities. Seth was assigned to mentor Iraqi media, based on the belief that if Iraq were to become a democracy, it would need a free press.

He pitched a unique idea up the chain of command: a weekly television program broadcast using the existing infrastructure of Iraqi state-run television. It would show technicians long accustomed to airing state-run Ministry of Information tapes how to produce independent, critical journalism.

“Think of it as a lo-fi version of 60 Minutes,” he says.

The Moulton and Mohammed Show, cohosted by Seth and his interpreter, quickly found an audience. In a country used to state propaganda, Iraqis were intrigued by the unscripted conversations and open questions. Each week, Seth and Mohammed drove across Iraq in a pickup truck, often armed only with pistols, interviewing citizens about their lives, their hopes, and their frustrations.

“That’s how permissive the environment was back then,” Seth recalls. Sometimes Iraqis recognized the square-jawed Marine and his interpreter on the streets and asked for autographs.

State Department personnel were so impressed that they asked Seth to extend his deployment. When his battalion commander refused to let him, the State Department took over and carried on the work.

But the insurgency against Iraq’s post-Saddam leadership was coming. The country was about to explode into violence.

Back home, Seth worked to clear his name. Relieved of command in combat, he had a stain on his record that typically ended careers. With the encouragement of several fellow Marines, however, he filed an official appeal.

The investigation made its way up the chain until the day when Seth stood at attention before Brigadier General John Kelly. Most Marine lieutenants never come face-to-face with a general, let alone one who would later retire with four stars and serve as White House chief of staff.

“I read the investigation and he did nothing wrong,” Kelly says, “I was happy to set things right.”

Seth was assigned to command another platoon for a second tour in Iraq. It was a rare second chance to restore his honor in the Marine Corps infantry.

He was elated, but also sobered. He understood how quickly war could maim or kill, sometimes simply through bad luck. As violence spiked, he was responsible for three dozen Marines, many of them deploying for the first time.

Then came haunting news. Fern Holland, a civilian USAID officer who had taken over and expanded the media program Seth and Mohammed had pioneered, was dead. Insurgents disguised as Iraqi police had pulled up alongside her vehicle and opened fire.

“That was supposed to be me in that truck, not her,” Seth says. “And maybe if I had been there, I could have defended the team.” Years later, he would establish a congressional fellowship in Fern’s honor.

By the time Seth returned to Iraq in the summer of 2004, the country appeared to be on the edge of a sectarian civil war between Sunni and Shia Muslim factions. American forces were conducting more offensive operations. Seth’s infantry battalion deployed to Najaf, roughly one hundred miles south of Baghdad. A city of about half a million residents, Najaf is among the holiest Shia sites, home to the shrine of Ali—the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad—and a major pilgrimage destination.

It had also become a center of Iranian-backed unrest. Muqtada al-Sadr, a radical Shia cleric who claimed the city as his base, commanded a militia of roughly ten thousand fighters known as the Mahdi Army. His forces used brutal tactics, including assassinations and the torture of officials in the fledgling Iraqi government and police.

Seth led his platoon into the ancient burial ground of Wadi al-Salam, a fourteen-hundred-year-old, two-thousand-acre maze of tombs and catacombs. The final resting place of more than five million souls, it was widely considered to be the world’s largest cemetery. On August 5, 2004, it turned into a hellscape. Former Marine infantryman Kyle Watts wrote in The Battle for Najaf:


The brittle concrete collapsed under their weight and Marines fell through, joining the decomposed occupants in their graves. Sniper fire from buildings outside the cemetery evolved into small arms and machine guns as the Marines penetrated further. Militiamen popped out from behind mausoleums only meters away to fire a burst then disappear. Their voices and gunfire echoed around the tombs in a dizzying cacophony. Sweat-soaked and exhausted, the Marines made eye contact with their prey, trading curses and gunfire as they dove deeper into the chaos.



“It’s the hottest I’ve ever been,” Seth recalls. With the sun hammering the city, daily temperatures spiked above 110 degrees in the shade. The cemetery provided little overhead cover. The average Marine fought with more than fifty pounds of gear strapped to flak jackets that held plates of body armor thick enough to stop a rifle round.

“It was like living in an oven,” Seth says. “The heat radiated not just from the ground, but from all the tombs surrounding us. We ran out of water pretty quick.”

After nearly twenty-four hours of fighting, the company gunnery sergeant reached Seth’s platoon with water jugs.

“I’ve never been more excited to see something in my life than I was to see that water,” Seth says. Then he tasted it. “It was about 150 degrees!”

The Marines guzzled it anyway.

After about thirty hours of combat, the company established a defensive perimeter. Seth paused briefly behind a mausoleum, unzipping his flak jacket and releasing a flush of steam from his sweat-drenched shirt. He rested for a few minutes, and has regretted it ever since.

Marines began shouting for Lance Corporal Larry Wells, a member of an adjacent platoon.

Seth found the young Marine about a hundred feet away behind a tombstone, killed by a bullet through the neck.

“He died while I was taking a break,” Seth reflects. “I couldn’t have stopped that shot, but I could have at least been there to hold his hand while he died.”

After three more weeks of fighting, and an estimated fifteen hundred enemy fighters killed, al-Sadr agreed to a ceasefire and withdrew from the city.

Seth’s Marines survived. He later received a Bronze Star with a Combat “V,” an honor he kept to himself, even from his family. During his first political campaign years later, the Boston Globe would investigate Seth’s military records and reveal that he’d earned the medal.

TEAM PHOENIX

In the aftermath of the battle for Najaf, Seth was assigned to work with Ann Gildroy, a fellow Marine lieutenant and former investment banker. While he trained the fledgling Iraqi Army, Gildroy managed their contracts and equipment, work that demanded business acumen. Her performance caught the attention of Lieutenant General David Petraeus, then overseeing the U.S. effort to rebuild Iraq’s security forces.

Petraeus, who’d earned a doctorate from Princeton studying the Vietnam War, was known for devouring information and developing talent. In a rank-conscious military, he had little patience for hierarchy for its own sake. Junior officers enjoyed direct access to him, provided they could keep up with his pace, analytical rigor, and bias for action.

Petraeus formed a tiger team—a small unit focused on a high-priority problem—consisting of Seth and Gildroy. He named it Team Phoenix, after the mythical bird of rebirth, and directed it to work alongside the nascent Iraqi military in areas with very few Americans. The team provided Petraeus with a trusted, unfiltered line of information from those regions.

Stabilizing the country required more than just soldiers and police. Iraqi security forces needed facilities: police stations and academies, military bases, training centers, and other infrastructure. Team Phoenix hired Iraqi engineers to design the facilities in their area, rather than relying on foreign firms, then supervised the work.

“I would basically fly through their area on a helicopter every few weeks,” Petraeus recalls. “They would throw a rucksack full of projects on board. I’d hand it to my chief of staff when we got back to headquarters and say, ‘Tell the staff I’ve approved all of these projects.’ It cut through the bureaucracy, because we didn’t have time for it, especially in that area. And the results were extraordinary.” By Petraeus’s account, the team delivered projects tailored to Iraqi needs at roughly one-sixth the cost of standard programs.

After that tour—Seth’s third in Iraq—David Gergen, the former presidential adviser who had mentored Seth since his undergraduate years, encouraged him to apply to Harvard’s joint graduate programs in business and government. Seth began the process, but leaving Iraq mentally proved harder than leaving it physically.

“Despite all my disagreements with the war,” Seth says, “every day in Iraq my decisions affected people’s lives, often over life and death. I had more influence by being there than by coming home and complaining about it.”

Meanwhile, two of his former commanders, Generals Petraeus and Mattis, were overseeing the drafting of the U.S. Army and Marine Corps field manual Counterinsurgency. The ideas in the book became the blueprint for what was later known as the Surge in Iraq, the deployment of about thirty thousand additional troops aimed at pulling the country back from an increasingly vicious Sunni-Shia conflict.

The Surge was designed to clear areas of enemy fighters, hold those areas, and rebuild them with U.S. and Iraqi forces, then gradually transition full control to Iraqi forces. This replaced the previous approach of “clear and leave.” The Surge strategy, Petraeus says, “also included establishing a concept of reconciliation with the rank and file of the insurgents, along with relentless pursuit of those deemed irreconcilable.”

Driving cross-country from Camp Pendleton to Massachusetts, Seth stopped at Fort Leavenworth, where Petraeus’s headquarters was located. If Petraeus ever needed him, Seth said he would return.

The general didn’t wait long to take up the offer.

In early 2007, President Bush chose Petraeus to command U.S. forces in Iraq. One of his first moves was to reassemble Team Phoenix. “You might have just been being polite,” Petraeus told Seth, “but I do need you to come back to Iraq.”

Seth declined Harvard, put his uniform back on, and redeployed to Iraq with Gildroy, joined by a sharp Marine sergeant, Alex Lemons.

The war they reentered was far worse than the one they had left. Sectarian violence had soared, with the terrorist organization al-Qaeda in Iraq, Sunni insurgents, and Shia militias fighting each other and U.S. forces. One hundred and twenty-six Americans and 2,155 Iraqi civilians were killed the month before they arrived.

“Diwaniyah is controlled by the Mahdi Army,” Seth remembers Petraeus instructing them. “I want you to take it back.”

The three Marines, accustomed to detailed orders, stared at him. “That’s the mission?”

“Yup,” Petraeus replied, “that’s your mission.”

Team Phoenix established a forward operating base and partnered with Iraqi forces to confront the same Iranian-backed Shia militia that Seth had fought in Najaf. They relied on trusted Iraqi Army units and negotiated with local tribes to secure supply routes.

The Surge prompted the so-called Awakening, in which Sunni tribes aligned with coalition forces to fight the insurgency. Team Phoenix also built ties with Shia factions. Over the next year, according to Petraeus, violence fell by nearly 90 percent across Iraq and remained low until U.S. combat forces withdrew.

After the American departure in 2011, sectarian politics unraveled much of the progress.

“Our achievements would have become more durable had we not withdrawn so precipitously,” Seth believes. Petraeus agrees.

Years later, reflecting on four combat deployments, Seth says one of the hardest questions he was ever asked came not from policymakers or critics but from an eighteen-year-old Marine in his platoon: “Why are we risking our lives here?”

“There were the reasons given by the Bush administration about weapons of mass destruction, which proved false,” Seth recalls. “There was the idea that we could help liberate the Iraqi people from the horrors of Saddam Hussein, which seemed plausible, until many Iraqis turned against us. But the only real answer I found was more fundamental. It was so that nobody else had to be here in our place.”

STATISTICALLY IMPOSSIBLE

“We were only fifty-four points down when we got our first poll back.” Seth laughs, recalling the improbable start to his second stint in public service.

In 2013, with a Harvard MBA in hand, Seth was helping develop a high-speed rail line from Dallas to Houston when he received a call from Emily Cherniack, one of David Gergen’s mentees. Cherniack was launching a nonprofit called New Politics to help to elect “servant leaders.” At thirty-four, with four combat tours and three Harvard degrees, Seth stood out as a compelling example of the kind of candidate the organization hoped to attract.

Seth weighed a run for the House as a Democrat. He wanted to continue serving, and he believed that leaders in Washington had failed him and many of his friends in Iraq. At the same time, the Democratic incumbent in Massachusetts’s Sixth District, John Tierney, was facing scrutiny over his wife’s family’s ties to an online sports-gambling operation that was under federal investigation. In the previous election, Tierney had held on to his seat by just one point against a strong Republican challenger.

Still, a primary victory for Seth was a long shot. He had no money and no campaign infrastructure, and few voters in the district knew who he was. Tierney was a senior House member with powerful allies, including House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, whose daughter had once served as his chief of staff. For fourteen years, no other Democrat had tried to unseat him.

So Seth gave it a shot.

“We worked hard to meet with all thirty-nine of the Democratic city and town committees, hoping to get just a few to flip and support me,” Seth explains. “By election day, exactly zero out of thirty-nine endorsed us!”

Several local Democratic leaders encouraged him to drop out. “You’re a nice young man, why don’t you run for the school board or something?” he remembers some of them saying.

A typical headline from one Boston outlet read, “Congressional Candidate Seth Moulton Faces Uphill Climb.”

When that first poll came back, his pollster told him the race was statistically impossible to win.

“I believed the numbers,” Seth says. “But I didn’t take that to mean we should quit. We needed a better strategy.”

In what would prove one of his most consequential decisions, Seth replaced his campaign manager—an experienced political operative—with Jeff Phaneuf, a friend from Andover whom Seth had earlier inspired to join the Marines. Shaking up a campaign’s senior staff was not unusual. What was virtually unprecedented was turning the campaign over to a twenty-six-year-old political novice. Before Seth put him in charge, Phaneuf’s political experience totaled three months as Seth’s driver.

“I had never even participated in a phone bank before,” Phaneuf later told a reporter. “So planning and running one was entirely new to me.”

Together, Seth and Phaneuf reassessed their message and set out to build a coalition that bypassed the Democratic establishment altogether. The journalist Michael Kruse observed that Seth ran “as a kind of insurgent,” focusing on winning the support of lower-profile local officials and grassroots activists rather than party leaders.

“I applied Marine Corps Leadership 101 to the campaign,” Phaneuf recalls. “Look out for your people, give them a clear plan, and hold them accountable. We listened to advice from our general consultant and pollster, asked tough questions, made decisions, and ruthlessly executed.”

On Election Day, September 9, 2014, Seth and Phaneuf watched, amazed, as the numbers rolled in. Seth won by nearly 11 points. News outlets called it “a stunning defeat” and “the upset story of the night.” It was the first time in twenty-two years that a Massachusetts House incumbent had lost a primary.

Suddenly, a seat that House Republicans expected to contest against a scandal-plagued incumbent looked safe for Democrats. Running against the same Republican who Tierney had beaten by a single point, Seth won by almost 14.

WASHINGTON INSURGENT

Seth wasn’t sure what to expect when he arrived in Washington in 2015 as a Democrat in a Republican-controlled House.

“I didn’t know if I would like the job,” he recalls. “But I learned pretty quickly that you really can have an impact on people’s lives.”

His first priority was securing a seat on the House Armed Services Committee. He also helped advance several measures, including the Faster Care for Veterans Act. The law required the Department of Veterans Affairs to pilot a modernized scheduling system so veterans could book appointments at any time and day of the week. The system was eventually adopted across the VA.

As Seth found his footing in Washington, American politics was undergoing a seismic shift. Millions of voters across the political spectrum had lost faith in most public institutions and were moving toward a new strain of populism. Donald Trump dominated media coverage and rode that discontent to a narrow victory in the 2016 presidential election.

In the aftermath of what many Democrats considered a shock, the party entered a familiar period of reflection and internal debate. Convinced that veterans in particular had something distinct to offer, Seth founded Serve America to support Democratic veterans running for Congress.

Working in partnership with New Politics, Seth helped recruit, mentor, and support forty-one Democratic veterans and other service-oriented leaders. From his own experience, he believed that leaders with backgrounds in service tended to focus more on solving problems than on playing politics.

To many political observers, the candidates best positioned to help Democrats regain the majority were also those who appeared least consumed by partisanship.

Seth pointed to candidates like Navy veteran Mikie Sherrill. “I think a lot of people will look at her and say, ‘I don’t see a Democrat or a Republican or an independent. I just see someone who’s a strong leader I can trust,’” Seth told a reporter. “And that’s exactly the kind of person we need serving in Congress today.”

Seth helped introduce Serve America candidates to one another and helped them raise millions of dollars. Together, they argued Congress—and the country—needed their kind of leadership.

He also pressed the case for generational change on Capitol Hill. At the time, the median age of House members hovered just under fifty-eight. Serve America candidates, by contrast, were mostly in their thirties and forties. Most also pledged not to support Nancy Pelosi—the House Democratic leader for nearly sixteen years, including four as Speaker—for another term in the top job.

Of the forty-one House seats Democrats flipped to regain the majority in 2018, Serve America backed eighteen of the winning candidates. Many of them—including Abigail Spanberger, Mikie Sherrill, and Jared Golden, among others—soon became prominent. Sherrill and Golden say that Serve America’s support was instrumental to their election.

At the start of each new Congress, the House elects a Speaker, who is also second in the presidential line of succession. Despite many Serve America candidates and other frontline Democrats pledging not to support her, Pelosi remained the clear favorite. Even in her late seventies, she maintained a pace so intense that staffers half her age struggled to keep up. No serious challenger had emerged.

That frustrated Seth. Serve America veterans accounted for nearly half of the seats that Democrats flipped, and almost all of them had campaigned against Pelosi’s return to leadership, arguing that voters wanted change instead of a long-standing institutional figure.

“Rather than abandoning that promise and getting behind her,” Seth says, “several of the other vets and I kept our word to voters.”

A small group of Democrats joined Seth, including Representatives Marcia Fudge of Ohio and Linda Sánchez of California, in opposing Pelosi. It was a bold move, seen by some as brave and by others as naive. Seth knew the knives would be out for him, but he believed there was quiet support behind the scenes for his efforts.

“I had people coming up to me constantly—committee chairmen, selected by Pelosi for their loyalty—saying privately to me every day, ‘You’ve got to win this fight,’” he recalls. “I guess if I had been politically savvier, I could have just turned around and said, ‘Oh, I just lied to the voters throughout the campaign, and now I’m going to support her.’ But that’s not how I operate.”

Publicly, the criticism was unsparing. Pelosi supporters called him sexist, ageist, and too ambitious.

“It wasn’t my first introduction to being attacked viciously by fellow Democrats,” he says. “But it was my first real introduction to political cowardice.”

Though viewed as a leader of the opposition, Seth said he had no intention of running for Speaker himself. After negative stories emerged about Fudge, the group’s chosen alternative—stories that Seth believes Pelosi shared with the press—the rebels started negotiating a deal with Pelosi. By mid-December, Pelosi consolidated enough support to reclaim the gavel, but only after agreeing to step down after just one more term as Speaker, which she would ultimately honor.

Though his effort to challenge her had left him at odds with Pelosi, Seth had spent the previous years building deep bipartisan ties, particularly among fellow veterans, which would prove productive in his second term.

Along with Representatives Don Bacon, Jimmy Panetta, Mike Gallagher, and others, Seth helped form a new bipartisan group of veterans called the For Country Caucus. Among its early achievements was legislation to establish 988 as a national mental health hotline; Seth and Chris Stewart, a Utah House Republican and an Air Force veteran, had spearheaded the push for the bill. The caucus also championed Seth’s initiative with Gallagher to build a Global War on Terrorism Memorial on the National Mall to honor the fallen from Iraq and Afghanistan.

That bipartisan spirit carried into foreign travel with the Armed Services Committee. In May 2017, Seth and Gallagher joined a House delegation to Vietnam that overlapped with Senator John McCain, who invited the group to tour the Hanoi Hilton, where he had been held as a prisoner of war for five and a half years. Speaking to a senior Vietnamese official, McCain reflected on the improbability—and ultimate success—of reconciliation between the two countries. He attributed it largely to bipartisan Vietnam veterans in Congress.

“Now we have a next generation of vets in Congress stepping up,” he said with a grin, gesturing toward Seth and Gallagher, “like these two jackasses.” McCain was often irreverent with fellow veterans, a mark of the bond among them.

McCain then grew emotional as he spoke about another member of the delegation, Representative Stephanie Murphy, who had fled Vietnam as a child with her parents by boat. Seth counts the visit as one of the two most meaningful moments of his decade in Congress. The other was a tour of Atlanta with the civil rights icon Congressman John Lewis, following a Super Bowl bet and the New England Patriots’ 2017 comeback over the Atlanta Falcons.

Moments like these helped shape how Seth was seen in Washington—young, serious, and unusually at ease across political and generational lines. Before long, that reputation began to prompt a different kind of question.

Even before the 2018 midterms, power brokers and pundits had been speculating about which Democrats had the mojo to beat Trump for the presidency. The blue wave that flipped the House had drawn new attention to Seth and his success with Serve America. A few commentators in Washington mentioned him as a potential dark-horse candidate for president. “Generals Love Him. Top Democrats Despise Him. Can He Be President Anyway?” read one headline.

Seth initially thought the idea was absurd; if elected, he would have been the youngest president in history. Some of his team, still wary from his decision to challenge Pelosi, thought he had no path. Others encouraged him to take a hard look: “Political tides come and go. Seize the moment,” he heard them say. He was weighing his options when former President Barack Obama—still one of the most popular figures in the Democratic Party—called and asked to meet, as he did with most of the potential Democratic candidates for president at the time.

Seth walked into Obama’s office a mile from the White House, in an airy glass building that also served as the headquarters of the World Wildlife Fund.

“So you’re the guy who thinks we shouldn’t have eighty-year-olds running the party?” Seth remembers Obama saying with a laugh. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Seth’s advisers had prepared carefully for the one-on-one at the former president’s office. They assumed Obama would try to talk him out of running.

But Obama took the meeting in a different direction.

“Obama thought Trump was going to be much harder to beat than most Democrats assumed,” Seth recalls. “So we needed someone who could be trusted by a wide range of Americans. Looking around the party, he didn’t see many people who fit that description.” Taken aback, he asked Obama whether he thought he could actually win. In Seth’s recollection, Obama smiled and replied, “If America can elect a Black guy named Barack Hussein Obama, it can elect a Marine named Seth Moulton.”

The former president was by no means endorsing him. But Seth took his advice seriously. Shortly after, he launched a long-shot bid for president.

Seth realized he was starting late. More than a dozen other serious Democratic contenders had already launched campaigns. He would run to win, but he knew politics could be unpredictable, and he thought there was value in using the platform of a presidential run to elevate two issues that mattered most to him: national service and mental health. He called for a year of voluntary service for every American and publicly disclosed, for the first time, that he had suffered from post-traumatic stress after his combat tours in Iraq.

“I wish I could tell you that I started the discussion about taking care of your mental health with my Marines,” Seth says. “But it was the other way around: It was the amazing young Marines I served with who taught me that it was okay to talk about this stuff.”

Again, his team was split on Seth’s decision to speak openly about his mental health. Some warned that revealing his struggles could backfire—not only in the presidential race but, if he fell short there, in his next congressional campaign. They reminded him of the 1972 election, when the disclosure that Democratic vice presidential nominee Thomas Eagleton had been hospitalized with depression forced him off the ticket and cast a long shadow over George McGovern’s campaign.

Seth weighed the warning seriously. “I thought this could end my political career,” he says. “But I knew it was the right thing to do.”

Ultimately, Seth’s campaign failed to gain traction, and he suspended it after four months. But in that short time he’d had an impact.

Veterans across the country wrote to him and said his candor helped them seek the care they needed. At the time, veterans faced alarmingly high suicide rates; in 2019, the year Seth ran for president, the Department of Veterans Affairs estimated that an average of seventeen veterans were taking their lives each day.

Seth recalls, “A vet came up to me in Nevada and said, ‘I decided that if a Marine serving in Congress can find the courage to ask for help, then I can, too.’” The veteran told Seth it was the first time since Vietnam that he had dealt with his mental health challenges, and that he felt better.

General David Berger, the Marine Corps commandant at the time, had led an infantry regiment during a rough year of combat in Fallujah. He took a personal interest in Seth’s mental health initiatives, including his work sponsoring and passing the bill that created the 988 hotline.

“I called Seth because I knew his background and his personal challenges—challenges many of us have—and I could see he was putting himself at real risk,” Berger says. “He was out on a limb. I asked what I could do to help.”

Seth asked the commandant to spread the word about 988 across the Corps by posting it in every barracks on every base worldwide. Berger made it happen. Within weeks, Marines around the globe knew the number, and that their commandant had endorsed its use.

“It gets over the stigma part of saying you have a problem,” Berger recalls. “It’s immediate, professional, and outside the chain of command. There is no question in my mind 988 saves Marine lives. No question.”

WITHDRAWAL

“I have concluded that it’s time to end America’s longest war,” President Joe Biden announced in the spring of 2021. “We will not conduct a hasty rush to the exit. We’ll do it responsibly, deliberately, and safely . . . in full coordination with our allies and partners.”

After twenty years of a “forever war,” most Americans supported withdrawing from Afghanistan.

Some intelligence officials and Pentagon and State Department experts advocated for maintaining a minimal U.S. troop presence to support the fledgling Afghan government rather than risk an immediate, complete withdrawal. Seth believed they were right. But if the administration intended to go ahead regardless—if an immediate withdrawal was going to happen—then his focus would be on the safety of U.S. forces and the interpreters who had served with them in combat.

Often unarmed while working shoulder-to-shoulder with American troops, Afghan interpreters had suffered some of the highest casualty rates in Afghanistan and Iraq. Insurgents frequently targeted interpreters and their families to sow fear and discourage cooperation.

Seth thought of Mohammed, his Iraqi interpreter turned TV host. Despite years of high-risk service alongside American troops, Mohammed struggled for years to secure his right to asylum in America, even as his family back home faced death threats that were so menacing they had to move to a different province. Seth’s high school alma mater, Andover, had helped. True to its motto, “Non Sibi”—Not for Self—the school hired Mohammed as a full-time Arabic teacher.

Repeatedly throughout the course of the war in Afghanistan, Congress had authorized and expanded Special Immigrant Visas, SIVs, which enabled Afghans who had supported American forces to resettle in the United States. Still, the federal government could be reluctant and slow to execute.

Each year in office, Seth labored to cut red tape and increase the number of SIVs for Afghans. It was always a struggle, and progress was glacial. At the time Biden announced that U.S. forces would withdraw within four months, tens of thousands of interpreters and their partners and families were stuck in a giant backlog.

Seth began calling Biden administration officials. He repeated the same message: He thought it was a bad idea to pull out of Afghanistan so quickly, but that was their decision. If they were going to pull out, though, they needed to start the evacuation of Afghan allies immediately.

Weeks passed with no significant action. Seth pressed harder. He became one of the first congressional Democrats to publicly criticize the administration’s evacuation plan. While many Democrats went easy on the secretary of defense and chairman of the joint chiefs of staff when they testified before the Armed Services Committee, Seth asked pointed questions. He joined a group of nonprofit leaders outside the White House, megaphone in hand, and used nearly every media interview, regardless of topic, to demand an immediate evacuation of Afghan allies.

“I made it clear that the SIV program was not sufficient,” he told CNN. “No matter how much we expanded it, what was needed was an immediate evacuation. That has been my distinct, clear call to the administration for several months now. You need to evacuate our allies. Sort out the paperwork once you get these heroes to safety. And they have not heeded that call.”

Two weeks before the planned U.S. departure at the end of August, the mayhem that Seth and many other veterans feared unfolded. The Taliban swept into Kabul. The government collapsed. Afghans who remembered the Taliban’s brutal rule before the U.S. invasion, especially those who had helped Americans and feared Taliban reprisals, frantically tried to leave the country.

Cameras captured hundreds of Afghans sprinting down the Kabul airport runway, chasing a C-17 Globemaster, one of the largest airplanes on earth. Two young men, one of them a teenaged midfielder on Afghanistan’s national soccer team, clung to a wheel well as the plane lifted off. Moments later, the world watched in horror as they fell to their deaths.

Meanwhile, Taliban fighters posed for selfies in the abandoned office that had belonged to Afghanistan’s president. Smoke rose from the U.S. Embassy as staff raced to burn classified material. When a helicopter lifted off the roof, the resulting image echoed the iconic photograph from Saigon in 1975, a half a century earlier.

Seth was searching for options when he received a call from Peter Meijer, a freshman House Republican and Army veteran who had worked in Afghanistan and coauthored SIV legislation with Seth. Despite the risks, they decided to fly to Kabul as an unofficial congressional delegation. They hoped to get answers to the questions the administration refused to answer. They also hoped to slow the withdrawal and save more lives.

On August 24, 2021, Seth and Peter landed at Kabul’s Hamid Karzai International Airport. Seth recalls a State Department official who hugged them and began to cry, overwhelmed by exhaustion and grateful that someone had shown up.

The two congressmen spent roughly fifteen hours at the airport. At Abbey Gate, they watched thousands of Afghans crowding the perimeter day and night, desperate to escape the Taliban.

“State Department officers would be on the phone talking to people in the crowd,” Seth says. “‘Hold up your hand. You have a red scarf? All right, I’m talking to a Marine right now. He sees you! Okay, he’s going to come get you.’”

Peter remembers one Army officer describing his horror as he realized that the choices he made about who to evacuate could determine who lived and who died. A Marine spoke about a child dying of heat stroke in his arms.

“It was fucking heavy,” Peter says.

The visit had given Seth and Peter a firsthand perspective and altered their conclusions about what should come next. They coauthored a press release that read:


Like many veterans, we have spent the last few weeks working without sleep to try to get as many people as we could through the gates and to safety. As Members of Congress, we have a duty to provide oversight on the executive branch. There is no place in the world right now where oversight matters more.

We conducted this visit in secret, speaking about it only after our departure, to minimize the risk and disruption to the people on the ground, and because we were there to gather information, not to grandstand . . .

Washington should be ashamed of the position we put our service members in, but they represent the best in America . . . The acts of heroism and selflessness we witnessed [at Hamid Karzai International Airport] make America proud.

We came into this visit wanting, like most veterans, to push the president to extend the August 31st deadline. It is obvious that because we started the evacuation so late, that no matter what we do, we won’t get everyone out on time.



In classic Washington fashion, an administration leaker beat them to the punch, approached the press, and tried to shape the story in the opposite direction.

“It’s as moronic as it is selfish,” an unnamed senior administration official told the Washington Post about Seth and Peter’s trip, accusing them of “putting our diplomats and service members at greater risk—so they can have a moment in front of the cameras.” Another called the trip “one of the most irresponsible things I’ve heard a lawmaker do. It absolutely deserves admonishment.”

Seeing “out-of-touch administration officials dispute what we saw on the ground reminded me all too well of serving in Iraq,” Seth responded.

No one had time to dwell on Seth and Peter’s visit. The next day was August 26, and the gates at Kabul International Airport were closing to evacuees. A man with a bomb strapped to his chest slipped through the crowd. He was an operative of the ISIS-K terrorist group. The Taliban had just released him from captivity.

At five thirty-six P.M., the attacker detonated his explosives at the airport’s Abbey Gate. Thirteen Americans and as many as 170 Afghans were killed in the deadliest suicide bombing of the twenty-year war. Seth and Peter believed the toll was the cost of leaving without a proper plan.

Near the third anniversary of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, Seth looked at the Capitol and reflected on the wars of his generation. More than seven thousand Americans had been killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. The young Americans at Abbey Gate were the final thirteen. For most of the country, those wars had receded from memory. The nation was now seemingly at war with itself, far removed from the brief spirit of unity that followed 9/11.

Seth spoke aloud the words etched into stone at Harvard’s Memorial Church, the dedication for the war dead: “They freely gave their lives and fondest hopes for us and our allies, that we might learn from them courage in peace to spend our lives making a better world for others.”

He pointed to the Capitol dome, lips tightened. “This all comes back to the reason I joined in the first place,” he said. “What inspires me every day are these eighteen-year-old Marines, and what they would do. A lot of them didn’t agree with the wars they fought, but they acted so selflessly. That’s what I come back to when so many of my colleagues are such cowards. How can you sit through this debate today just knowing you’re so full of shit, voting against things that make so much sense, and not think about the courage that these eighteen-year-old kids have?”

THE NEXT GENERATION

In the aftermath of the 2024 presidential election, when Democratic candidates lost across the board, Seth was among the first congressional Democrats to argue that the party could not avoid difficult conversations. On issues from immigration to inflation, he believed Democrats too often prioritized avoiding offense over solving problems.

He said so publicly about an issue that had dominated the final weeks of the campaign and, in the view of many pundits, contributed to Kamala Harris’s defeat: the debate over transgender women playing school sports.

“I have two little girls,” Seth told the New York Times. “I don’t want them getting run over on a playing field by a male or formerly male athlete. But as a Democrat, I’m supposed to be afraid to say that.”

Seth’s concern was not only electoral. He argued that Democrats’ reluctance to engage the issue ceded the field entirely to Republicans at a moment when GOP lawmakers were advancing a series of anti-transgender bills. Avoiding debate, he warned, made it harder to defend transgender Americans against a hostile administration.

The response was swift. Despite a voting record that supported LGBTQ+ rights, including backing transgender service members in the military, Seth faced intense backlash. Protesters gathered outside his Salem office.

Privately, the reaction was often different. Seth recalls fellow Democrats, including members of the LGBTQ+ community, approaching: “They’d say, ‘We need to start a discussion.’ But they always checked to make sure no one was listening.”

The episode deepened Seth’s frustration with the House. He wanted to govern. But the performative incentives of the job had only intensified since his freshman year, while opportunities for bipartisan, durable legislating had grown increasingly scarce.

Seth contemplated leaving several times. Doing the job well required long stretches away from home and hours spent on tasks he didn’t much enjoy: glad-handing, fundraising, and tending to issues far from his priorities. Many of his friends, now in their mid-forties—the prime earning years of a career—were in far more lucrative lines of work.

Yet for all its flaws and frustrations, he was still a member of the U.S. House of Representatives, part of the first branch of government in the world’s oldest continuous democracy. Every day Seth set foot in the Capitol, he felt fortunate to be there, advancing the democratic tradition as the elected representative of nearly eight hundred thousand Americans. He knew he was helping them. He worked hard, and believed his team was exceptional. From his perch on the Armed Services Committee, he also knew he could make his voice matter on military issues. Veteran representation in Congress was near historic lows, especially among Democrats, and his presence gave veterans a seat at the table.

After nearly eleven years in office, Seth had acquired seniority among House Democrats. If they retook the House in 2026, as many expected, he would likely chair an Armed Services subcommittee. In that role, he could wield real power: shape the Pentagon’s budget, set oversight priorities, and influence everything from weapons programs to military personnel policy.

But chairing the full committee could still be a decade away, and might never come. In the Democratic Caucus, committee chairs were determined almost entirely by seniority. There were no term limits. And despite the influx of younger members, Democratic leadership in Congress skewed very old. One ranking member planned to run again at age eighty-seven in the hope of once more leading one of the House’s twenty major committees. Republicans, by contrast, elected their chairs and rotated them. To Seth, his own party’s rules felt out of sync with its rhetoric about merit and renewal.

Seth’s decision crystallized in the summer of 2025, when Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts announced that he would seek another six-year term. Born in 1946, Markey had been in Congress longer than Seth had been alive.

Markey’s decision frustrated Seth and many of his peers. It also brought to mind a sentiment from Seth’s late mentor David Gergen, who in one of his final public commentaries urged President Biden and other leaders to “pass the torch to a younger generation.”

The Senate was often as gridlocked as the House, but its members wielded much more influence. There were only one hundred senators, each with a larger platform and a broader portfolio. The Senate also had a formal role in foreign policy through confirming ambassadors and national security officials and approving treaties. For someone whose interests ranged from high-speed rail to artificial intelligence to matters of war and peace, the upper chamber offered a wider canvas.

Running against a popular Democratic incumbent in Massachusetts was a daunting proposition. Seth would need to sacrifice his safe House seat and once again invite the wrath of party leaders. Many of the state’s most senior Democratic officials, including Massachusetts Senator Elizabeth Warren and more than half of Seth’s colleagues in the state’s House delegation, predictably lined up behind Markey. So did prominent environmental groups and more than half a dozen influential labor unions.

That summer, one poll suggested Seth might be within 25 points of Markey even before announcing. It was a smaller gap than the 54-point deficit Seth had overcome in his first race, but it was significant. In one survey, more than a third of Massachusetts voters said they had not heard enough about Seth to have an opinion, giving Markey—with $2.6 million already in his campaign account—ample room to define Seth early through attack ads.

And this wasn’t Markey’s first showdown with a younger challenger running on generational change. In 2020 Joe Kennedy III, a well-liked four-term House member and scion of Massachusetts’s storied political dynasty, had taken on Markey. Leaning into his climate platform, aggressively adopting social media, and leveraging the support of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other prominent progressive leaders, Markey mobilized younger voters and prevailed. He didn’t just defeat a Kennedy; he did so in Massachusetts, by a wide, 11-point margin.

Yet the mood in the Democratic Party had shifted since 2020. President Biden’s decision to seek reelection, underscored by his halting performance in the 2024 debate, had renewed scrutiny of the party’s aging leadership. Many Democratic voters were restless for change. As word spread that Seth was considering a run, several House and Senate colleagues quietly encouraged him.

If he fell short in a Senate bid, pundits would call it a strategic misstep. Party insiders would say he had misread the map. Seth understood all of that. But he thought back to Iraq, to the eighteen-year-old Marine asking him why he was risking his life. He thought of his decision to serve another tour with Petraeus, even after concluding the war had been launched on false premises. And he thought of his earlier choice to challenge a sitting Democratic congressman, despite sharp resistance from the party establishment.

He pulled the trigger.

Wary of internal party retribution, most professional campaign managers steer clear of primary challenges to sitting senators. Seth turned to Phaneuf, his old driver turned campaign manager, who left a lucrative career in Silicon Valley and moved to Boston with his girlfriend for the opportunity.

Seth’s launch ad, “Lesson,” opened with him jogging through a cemetery. He told the story of Lance Corporal Larry Wells in Najaf twenty-one years earlier. He recalled the five minutes he had paused behind a tombstone and the question that lingered: Could Seth have comforted Wells so that he didn’t have to die alone?

“That’s not a war story,” Seth concluded in the ad. “It’s a lesson. That’s why I won’t wait to help people who need help right now. It’s why I won’t wait to do the hard thing and call out what’s not working in our own party.”

Not waiting to help had long been a hallmark of his political life. The outcome was never certain, but Seth believed the problems he had committed himself to solving could not wait. For some—the military bureaucracy that he and Team Phoenix had pushed past, or the Democratic establishment he had repeatedly challenged—his sometimes abrasive bias toward action was unwelcome. For others—those who found the courage to dial 988 in dark moments, or the young Marines around the world who knew a member of Congress was looking out for them—that urgency made a difference. It saved lives.

“People often ask me, ‘Why is Congress so stupid?’” Seth says. “They could be talking about any range of issues. But the point I always make is that most of my colleagues are pretty smart. What’s lacking in Congress isn’t intelligence—it’s courage. It’s simply the courage to take a tough vote you know is right or tell the truth when it’s not politically popular. It’s the courage to speak truth to power.”




CONGRESSMAN JOHN JAMES
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“The Only Things That Last Are What We Give”
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Even after sunset, the Baghdad summer heat lingered over a hundred degrees. With power unreliable and air conditioning rare, Iraqi families climbed to their flat rooftops at night, splashing water to cool the roof’s surface before unrolling mats beneath the stars.

From the cockpit of his AH-64 Apache Longbow helicopter, Captain John James, the flight commander, read the city by temperature. On the thermal imaging screen, brighter tones meant warmth—a human body, a just-fired rifle, a rooftop baking in the sun. Cooled rooftops went dark.

Most nights, the pattern was predictable.

One night in 2008, though, John’s wingman spotted a tight cluster of houses in Sadr City, a vast, low-income district that had become a center of insurgent activity. Something seemed off.

“The roofs were lit up like Christmas trees,” John recalls. They hadn’t been cooled.

“They’re all buttoned up, sir,” the wingman said. “Somebody down there knows something.” He asked to “break station” from their mission to defend the Green Zone from a potential rocket attack and investigate.

Deviating meant missing a likely rocket launch toward the Green Zone, the headquarters for coalition forces as well as the Iraqi government. “If a new Iraqi government couldn’t safely take shape,” John recalls, “then Americans would be staying much longer.”

John acknowledged the request but stayed on the original mission.

Minutes later, the radio crackled. A ground unit had driven into an ambush near the same houses, the rooftops still glowing.

Small-arms fire ripped through the streets. Rocket-propelled grenades followed. Tracers sliced across the sky—“like angry fireflies,” John recalls. Explosions threw up plumes of dust and smoke. Shouts flooded the radio—“a cacophony of panic.”

John and his wingman banked hard and pressed the attack, fast and low. Rounds cracked past them. John launched his Hellfire missiles and swung his chain gun toward the muzzle flashes, raking the enemy positions until the ambush broke. He held a tight orbit, confirmed it was all-clear—that the attack on U.S. forces had ended—then turned back to his original mission.

That night in Baghdad, John came to understand an Army saying that he would carry for the rest of his life: “Mission first, people always.”

FROM STARKVILLE TO MOTOR CITY

John’s mother, Sharon, and his father, John A. James, both grew up in Starkville, Mississippi. John’s father lived across the street from Mississippi State University but could not attend because of segregation. He enrolled at Mississippi Valley State, a historically Black college, and entered the automotive industry. During Vietnam, he was drafted, applied to Officer Candidate School, then became an Army engineer officer and deployed to Vietnam. He moved to Detroit after his service to begin his career as an entrepreneur.

On a visit home to Starkville in 1977, he noticed a young woman working in an uptown dress shop. Her name was Sharon Nicks. The daughter of the store manager, she was studying at Mississippi State, which by then had begun admitting Black students.

I’m going to marry her, he thought.

Sharon was finishing college and needed a third reference before interviewing for jobs up north. John gave her his card and told her she could list him.

Weeks later, John called Sharon’s mother to ask whether Sharon was still in Mississippi. She had already accepted a job in Detroit and moved north with the help of her brother. John and Sharon agreed to meet, but they miscommunicated about the time.

Sharon waited—thirty minutes, an hour, an hour and a half—before rising to go to dinner instead with her brother. As she headed for the door, John rushed in. He explained that he had been in Ohio, and left the moment they finalized their plans, driving straight through just to see her, even briefly. That mix of boldness and devotion would define the life they built together.

On June 8, 1981, Sharon and John A. welcomed their first son, John E. James. Their second son, Lorron, was born twenty-two months later. Their daughter, Keri, arrived a few years after that.

“We’ve always been close,” Lorron says. “Our parents were great examples. My dad worked hard building his company but was always there for us. And my mother—she doesn’t get all the credit she deserves. She’s not really in the human category. She’s in the angel category.”

John’s parents modeled faith, service, and independence. “They taught us to be objective by listening to both sides,” Lorron recalls. “They taught us to seek advice from people we respected—but to make our own decisions in the end.”

The family volunteered and traveled together, including a memorable service trip to West Africa that gave fourteen-year-old John and his siblings a sense of how big the world really was—and of the opportunities they had as Americans that others did not. At home, they were active in Jack and Jill, a community organization that fostered educational and civic engagement among young Black families.

Hartford Memorial Baptist Church was the other major influence in John’s life. Its pews held veterans of the civil rights movement, and under its stained-glass windows John remembers first learning, as he puts it, that “the Lord gives us our time, talent, and treasure to be His hands and feet—to give back.”

He carried those lessons into adulthood: Never forget where you came from, and leave things better than you found them.

His parents aspired to live those values. In 1971 John A. and his uncle, Calvin Outlaw, cofounded O-J Transport Co. as a trucking company that originally hauled beer and later auto parts. “One truck, one trailer, no excuses,” John liked to say.

For years they battled regulators for permits, fighting a system that favored large carriers over small businesses. The fight ultimately reached the Supreme Court. While the court declined to hear the case, President Jimmy Carter later signed the Motor Carrier Act of 1980, deregulating the industry—an outcome John calls “a direct result of my father’s efforts.” He adds, “It didn’t only benefit my father, it benefited entrepreneurs of every race and in every corner of America.”

What began as a single-route beer operation grew into a national auto-parts carrier and supply chain logistics company, renamed James Group International. It went from “a zero to a multimillion-dollar company,” John says, creating jobs and transforming the lives of the James family and their community.

The business was also young John’s first workplace. As a teenager, he cleaned toilets, ran network cable, drove a forklift on the loading dock, and did whatever else needed doing. As the company grew, the family moved to the Detroit suburbs. John’s father traveled often, and Sharon handled most of the day-to-day work of running the household.

John was always close with his mother. But he never forgot the moment he pushed her too far. He was thirteen—tall, growing fast, and testing boundaries. One afternoon, his mother came downstairs and found him sitting on a stool. She asked why he hadn’t taken out the trash, as she had asked earlier.

“That was when he stood up in my face,” Sharon remembers. “I had to let him know, in no uncertain terms, that I was not going to tolerate that behavior—then or ever.”

John recalls her saying, “I am not going to lose you.”

He was nowhere near a path to drugs or crime. His parents had surrounded him with people whose example kept him facing the right direction. Sharon, though, had seen how easily bad attitudes and outside influences could derail young men.

“The reason she was successful in helping me pull my head out of my backside,” John says, “is that I had more positivity in my life than negativity. If it had been the opposite, I might have walked out.”

After his mother’s admonition, John changed course. He chose an all-boys Catholic school after noticing that its graduates tended to attend strong colleges, and threw himself into track, football, and basketball.

Summers in his parents’ hometown of Starkville offered another kind of grounding. Extended family filled the small town. From morning until dusk, John and his cousins roamed fields and dusty roads, dodging snakes and snacking on plums. Sometimes they got into trouble, and had to figure their way back out. At day’s end, their grandmother hosed them off in the yard before calling them in to eat.

“The eighties and nineties were a different time for kids,” he jokes. “I’m not sure my parents knew where I was from Memorial Day to Labor Day. The adults wouldn’t let us in the house.”

John loved the simplicity and closeness of those summers, even as he noticed the informal racial lines that still shaped the South. “We went to the Black swimming pool,” he remembers. Whether it officially desegregated, no one said. Across town was another pool, also open to everyone. “Were there only white people there? Likely.”

He was never resentful. “There was never any bitterness,” he says about his feelings back then. “We were taught by the children of slaves that this was our country too. Black people helped build it. Why accept reparations when America itself is our birthright?”

From his elders, John absorbed a simple creed: Education was liberation, work was dignity, and faith made it all possible.

While his parents—and most people around him—were Democrats, politics barely registered with John. What mattered were traditional family values and Christian ethics, and he made an effort not to stray far from either.

Guidance came from more than one voice. His father was a powerful role model, but John recalls that, as a teenager, he didn’t always hear him. “I’m embarrassed to admit that, as a teenager, I reached my capacity to listen far before my father ran out of lessons to share,” he says. Recognizing that, his father sought out another mentor for his eldest son.

Joe Anderson became that mentor. A West Point graduate, Anderson was the subject of The Anderson Platoon, the Oscar-winning documentary filmed during the Vietnam War that offered an unvarnished look at an infantry unit in combat. He later served two tours in Vietnam—earning two Silver Stars with Combat “Vs” for valor and five Bronze Stars—before becoming a White House Fellow. After the war, he moved to Detroit for a career in the auto industry, where he met John’s father, and later chaired the Detroit branch of the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago.

Anderson took John under his wing, meeting him for lunch, reviewing his homework, and offering steady guidance on school, business, and life. Years later, John would marvel at his good fortune. Many young Black men in Detroit had few role models. “I had Superman in my father and Batman in Joe Anderson,” he says. “I had superheroes.”

At Anderson’s urging, John attended Michigan Boys State in 1998 at age seventeen. Run by the American Legion, the weeklong program brought together high school juniors from across Michigan to form a functioning model government—drafting laws, running courts, and campaigning for office.

The experience sharpened John’s sense of how he was seen. “You’re the first Black guy I’ve ever met,” one student told him. “You’re a pretty good dude.” By the end of the week, John’s seven hundred peers elected him governor, the program’s highest position.

Looking back, John sees Boys State as a turning point. “That’s when a life of service began to crystallize as a real possibility,” he says. “I’m not a talker. I’m a doer. That’s why I chose the military. My success there pushed me toward servant leadership.”

Not long after, Anderson asked him a simple question: “Do you know about West Point?”

John thought he meant West Point, Mississippi, a small town near Starkville. Anderson smiled.

West Point, he explained, was not simply about learning how to fight. “It’s the number one leadership institution in the United States,” Anderson recalls telling him. “It inculcates values, and one very important word: character.” What he had seen first in John’s father, and then in John himself, convinced him the young man could thrive there.

The more John learned, the more West Point interested him. It offered a way to pay forward the opportunities his family had fought for over generations. Nonetheless, it was the late 1990s, and options were plentiful for a talented young man.

John recalls that a unique moment of clarity came when he asked himself “what forty-year-old John would tell seventeen-year-old John to do.”

“This is how I know the Holy Spirit speaks to us, if we’re willing to listen,” he elaborates. “A seventeen-year-old has no business thinking that way. And a forty-four-year-old has no business taking credit for it. I felt called to choose the harder path. When you’re unencumbered, that’s when you can move the fastest and give the most back.”

West Point became his goal. The path ran first through the U.S. Military Academy Preparatory School, a demanding yearlong proving ground for candidates with promise who needed further academic or physical preparation. John earned his opportunity and received a nomination to West Point from Michigan’s Democratic senator, Carl Levin.

THE LONG GRAY LINE

West Point sits above the Hudson River, perched on cliffs it once guarded as a Revolutionary War fort. George Washington called it the “key to the continent.” President Thomas Jefferson established the United States Military Academy there in 1802.

More than two centuries later, the academy adds a new class each year to its “Long Gray Line.” Gothic Revival granite buildings and arched walkways frame the parade grounds, where cadets drill for hours beneath a motto inscribed on its coat of arms: DUTY, HONOR, COUNTRY.

“There are days that remind you why you’re here,” John recalls his sophomore-year economics professor, Major John Basso, telling the class on the morning of September 11, 2001. From a television in his economics classroom, John and his classmates watched the towers fall.

West Point is fifty miles upriver from New York City. In the days that followed, cadets could smell an acrid mix of smoke and fuel from the smoldering ruins at Ground Zero.

“You don’t come to West Point to be a Rhodes Scholar, though there are plenty,” Basso told his class on 9/11. “You don’t come to be a Division I athlete, though there are plenty of those, too. You come to be a leader, not just to lead men and women into battle, but to lead them back out.”

As John walked to his next class, he passed two Army captains high-fiving. “We’re going to war!” one shouted.

“I bet they regret that now,” John says.

After the attacks everything seemed to carry a new weight for John. Classes, drills, late-night study sessions. Some mornings in the mess hall, officers read aloud the names of West Point graduates who had been wounded or killed.

John lived across the barracks hall from a cadet who would become one of his closest friends: Pat Ryan. Pat remembers his first impression of John clearly: “Super squared-away. Always positive. Big smile. And physical—a beast in PT,” he says, using the shorthand for physical training.

Pat, who tutored cadets in their company, often helped John with coursework. Later, when John became a cadet battalion commander, Pat served on his staff. “He was a hard-ass,” Pat recalls with a laugh.

Years later, after active duty, the two West Pointers—a Republican and a Democrat—would enter Congress together. Politico would call them a “bipartisan band of brothers.”

At the start of junior year came the oath of affirmation, the moment cadets committed to at least five years of active-duty service. Until then, anyone could walk away. John’s class, the class of 2004, was the first after 9/11 to take the oath.

John was nearly certain he would stay in the Army. Still, the decision felt like stepping off a high dive. “Even after you leave the board,” he says, “you’re thinking, I hope this works out.”

Before deciding, John called Anderson. His mentor didn’t sugarcoat the reality of war. He told John he might not live to see thirty, then pressed him with existential questions: Why are you here? Why does this place exist? What do you believe your role is?

Fear didn’t vanish. But the choice became clear. In service, John believed, he would find his purpose.

“I think every one of us was nervous, and every one of us ignored our fear,” he says. “We marched toward the sound of guns, not away. We knew what we were getting into, and we willingly did it.”

In the long wars ahead, the West Point class of 2004 would suffer more casualties than any class since Vietnam.

As graduation neared, cadets ranked their preferred Army branches. John initially leaned toward armor, artillery, or engineers. Then he noticed a friend studying for the flight aptitude test.

“At West Point, we had a culture of challenge,” John explains. “We enjoyed making ourselves better so we’d have more to contribute to the team. People went on three-mile jogs and shined shoes as dates! Tests were treated like puzzles.”

John took the flight test on a whim later that same afternoon. The exam’s spatial and engineering challenges came naturally. Without any preparation, he scored in the ninetieth percentile. Aviation suddenly became an option.

Anderson spoke reverently about Army helicopter pilots in Vietnam. Despite heavy losses, they flew into firefights. To soldiers pinned down under fire, the helicopters could feel like the hands of God. The pilots were “guardian angels.” John knew that was what he wanted to be.

Unfortunately, by his own account, John was “blind as a bat.” As a kid, he wore glasses so thick that one Halloween he dressed as Steve Urkel—the suspenders-wearing nerd from the popular 1990s sitcom Family Matters. Military aviation required impeccable vision.

Timing, however, took a turn in his favor when the Army began offering laser eye surgery to qualified cadets. Each day for weeks, John stopped by the West Point ophthalmology office, asking whether his name had made the list. Finally, a slot opened. He had the surgery, and within seconds he could see without glasses.

On Branch Night—the ceremony when cadets learned which path the Army had chosen for them—West Point’s Eisenhower Hall hummed with anticipation. John and his fellow first class cadets, “Firsties,” clutched sealed envelopes containing their futures. John had ranked aviation first and stood well in the class, but aviation slots were scarce.

He tore the envelope open. “I saw the prop and wings,” he recalls. “It was the happiest moment of my life.”

GUARDIAN ANGEL

In July 2004 John reported to Fort Rucker, Alabama, the Army’s flight-training hub. He was initially slated to fly Black Hawks, workhorses used to move troops and equipment. But John wanted to fly the Apache, the Army’s primary attack helicopter. He made his request, waited, and an Apache slot opened.

Rather than heading straight to his unit after flight school, John volunteered for Ranger School, the Army’s premier test of small-unit, ground-combat leadership. In Iraq, attack aviators would work closely with infantry in dense urban terrain. The Army wanted pilots who understood the fight from the ground up.

Ranger School unfolded in phases, starting with a demanding prescreening program and continuing through the woods, the mountains, and finally the swamps. Each stage simulated combat conditions. Typical days offered one meal and about three hours of sleep. “I can go without sleep,” John says. “But I’ve been informed that when I’m hungry, I get grumpy.”

John failed Pre-Ranger on his first try but passed on the second. He failed two patrols in the first phase, the Benning Phase, then passed on his third try. He passed the Mountain Phase on his second try and passed the Swamp Phase in Florida on his first.

“I am slow,” he says, laughing. “But I can be taught.”

John’s father pinned the Ranger Tab on his son at a ceremony at Fort Benning, Georgia, in the spring of 2006. In late 2007, before his squadron deployed to Baghdad, John’s family came to see him off. His mother fought back tears. His father, a quiet man not given to displays of affection, punched him lightly on the shoulder and said, “Don’t break your mother’s heart.”

John’s father understood what lay ahead. As soon as his son arrived in Iraq, he would begin flying combat missions.

To many Iraqis, especially in the early years of the war, U.S. military capabilities seemed almost supernatural. “They thought we could see through walls,” John says. “They thought we materialized out of nowhere.”

The reality was less mystical. It was the product of long hours in flight school, advanced technology, and operational experience. If it felt like U.S. forces were everywhere, that was partly because they rarely stopped flying. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, Apaches patrolled Baghdad—“burning holes in the sky,” the pilots liked to say.

The pace stretched the squadron dangerously thin. Before their arrival, two Apache battalions each covered half the city. John’s unit—the 4th Squadron, 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment—relieved both. With barely two dozen attack helicopters, they were responsible for roughly 250 square miles.

“We were covering double the space with half the assets,” John says. “We flew our tails off.” In one month alone, he logged more than 120 flight hours, roughly two to three times what Apache pilots typically flew in combat.

Each Apache carried a pilot and a copilot-gunner. As a platoon leader and air mission commander, John was most often the latter. He typically led the mission, coordinating aircraft, integrating with ground forces, identifying targets, and, when necessary, pulling the trigger. Crews rotated constantly, but over time the squadron developed what John called “a truly symbiotic relationship.”

“When you’re fighting, the aircraft feels like an extension of your body,” he says. “The two of you feel like you’re operating with one brain. And when you get really good, your wingman—you just know where they are. It’s like an invisible rubber band between the aircraft. That’s training. And it’s trust.”

Their mission centered on the Green Zone, a constant enemy target that housed Iraq’s presidential palace, parliament, and the U.S. Embassy. When militants fired rockets into the area, Apaches scrambled to locate the launch point and strike back, sometimes flying so low they appeared to skim the rooftops. At times the helicopters returned with bullet holes. On the base, insurgents targeted them with mortar fire.

John led roughly twenty soldiers responsible for keeping the aircraft flying and the squadron functioning at a heavy tempo. One of them, Sergeant Steve Tersigni, recalls John’s arrival during a period of fraying discipline and morale.

“John came in and cleaned things up,” Tersigni says. “He was the first one to step in. Sometimes he looked exhausted, because unlike other pilots, he was also leading us. But he stuck with it. He’s a true leader.”

After fifteen months in Iraq, John returned to Michigan. He drove north, past farmland and lakes, to a family camp in the Upper Peninsula. It was early spring, wet and cold. He spent time alone in the woods, and began to process the war.

“I can’t speak highly enough of the woods,” he says, smiling. “Then I came back and thought, Okay. We have work to do.”

HOME TO MICHIGAN

John still owed the Army two more years. One possible posting stood out: the Lansing Military Entrance Processing Station, where recruits from across Michigan completed medical exams, aptitude tests, background checks, and interviews.

There, at what the Army called “Freedom’s Front Door,” John swore in thousands of young American service members. He found the work deeply gratifying. Just as important, it brought him home—where he was ready to put down roots and start a family.

He tried online dating, creating a Match.com profile. Did he drink? A couple times a week. Smoke? No. Religion? Christian.

Eventually, he matched with Elizabeth Lott. She had grown up in a close-knit community outside Grand Rapids, then built a career as a crude oil trader in London and Switzerland. She thrived in a cutthroat industry, earning more in a single year than John had made in his life. But when her first niece was born, she came home. She missed her family.

This is someone who’s a high achiever, John remembers thinking. Someone beautiful. Someone with core values. Somebody who loves Michigan. Check, check, check, check.

Their first date was at a Indian restaurant in Grand Rapids. John arrived straight from the processing center, still in his flight suit—“killing jammies,” as aviators called them. The restaurant turned out to be a bring-your-own-beer establishment. Mid-meal, John rose, walked to a nearby liquor store, and returned with beer. Liz liked the spontaneity, and their relationship soon turned serious.

They married in Grand Rapids in December 2012. Their first son, John John, was born the following year.

John’s professional life was settling into place as well. He had always expected eventually to join the company his father founded—and in a role beyond cleaning toilets. To prepare, he earned an MBA from the University of Michigan and another in supply chain management from Penn State.

By then, James Group International had grown into a global logistics firm, warehousing, packaging, and shipping automotive parts worldwide. Officially, John joined as director of operations. Unofficially, his job was “Get shit done.” Box up a transmission. Drive the truck. Put on a suit and tie to negotiate a contract.

“If something’s broken, you fix it,” he says. “That’s what working in a family business means.”

His brother Lorron handled partnerships and joint ventures. John took over the domestic automotive portfolio and was told to grow it. When John joined, the company had a single major automotive client, Ford. Within a few years, it secured a General Motors contract and kept expanding. In 2017, John became CEO of the James Group’s largest subsidiary.

As his responsibilities grew, so did his family. A second son, Hudson, was born. Life was full. John had his friends, his neighbors, his faith. From one angle, he had little reason to disturb the peace he had built.

But on his commute to work each morning, John passed the same Detroit streets he had known as a child. Many looked unchanged from the 1980s and ’90s. One building that had burned down when he was young now had a tree growing through it.

In some ways, things were worse. The Great Recession of the late 2000s had hollowed out the auto industry and the city that depended on it. According to John, the James Group survived by investing in its people, but the damage was visible everywhere. At times, parts of his hometown reminded him of the war-scarred neighborhoods of Baghdad.

“It didn’t sit well with me,” he says. “Just like in war—I wasn’t going to end the war. But I could support somebody on the ground. Use my time, my talent, my resources to make somebody’s life better.”

He had done that in the military. He was doing it in business. Gradually, another possibility came into focus: public office.

A RED, WHITE, AND BLUE MESSAGE

John was raised to go to church every Sunday, respect elders and the police, and believe in small business, gun rights, and the sanctity of life—values many Americans consider conservative, though his family supported Democrats.

“I’m not even sure my dad knew I was a Republican until I told him I was running for office,” John says. “But in hindsight, I don’t think he was surprised. My father knows his son, and for some reason, I always seem to choose the path of most resistance. He probably chuckles when he remembers where I get it from.”

When John told his father he wanted to run for the U.S. Senate, he saw a familiar look, the same one he had seen years earlier, when he first deployed to Iraq. To him, it was the expression of a parent watching their child step into a place where their protection was no longer possible. This time, the risk was different. John would be running for office from a different political tradition than his father’s, and as a high-profile Black candidate in a country with a long and often violent history of racial and political conflict.

“He had a choice,” John says. “‘Do I support my son, or do I worry about everyone who’ll judge the guy carrying my name?’ My father chose me. He chose his son. I’ll never forget that.”

The national Republican Party, however, was not initially eager about John’s plans. It was 2018. Michigan was a perennial battleground state, and the midterm elections were unfolding amid strong Democratic opposition to President Trump. Party leaders often favored experienced candidates in marquee statewide races. John was neither well known nor politically seasoned.

His Republican opponents included a retired Michigan Supreme Court justice, the co-chair of Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign in Michigan, and a wealthy venture capitalist. The Democratic incumbent, meanwhile, was Senator Debbie Stabenow, a popular incumbent seeking her fourth term.

I’m a Black guy from Detroit who’s never done anything political, John remembers thinking. And I’m going to convince people I can do this.

His campaign leaned heavily on his military and business background. An Apache featured prominently in his logo, and his launch ad included John reciting part of the Ranger Creed. Two candidates dropped out early. John won the GOP primary by nearly 10 points.

The general election posed a different challenge. Republicans faced the familiar midterm pattern of voters breaking against the party holding the White House. The race quickly drew national interest. John had exhausted his resources to win the primary. Meanwhile, Democrats poured money into Stabenow’s campaign, which raised roughly one-and-a-half times as much as John’s. By early September, polling showed him trailing by more than 20 points.

On Election Day, the anticipated blue wave materialized. In Michigan, a ballot initiative to legalize marijuana further boosted turnout among younger and more liberal voters. John lost by 6 points—less than expected—and ran ahead of other Republicans statewide.

Party leaders took notice. One prominent conservative publication described John as “a rare political type” and “the GOP’s next young superstar.”

Encouraged, Republican leaders urged John to run again in 2020. He now understood what that meant. Statewide campaigns were punishing, not just for candidates but for their families. He would face Democratic senator Gary Peters, backed by the full financial and organizational weight of the national Democratic Party.

After consulting with his family and praying over the decision, John chose to run. Within months, he was back on the road, crisscrossing Michigan, meeting voters, and attending events. He quickly cleared the field for the Republican nomination.

John knew what to expect from the parts of the campaign he could control. What no one anticipated was the COVID-19 pandemic. Michigan largely shut down. Businesses closed, schools went remote, and uncertainty settled in across the state. Deprived of what was long his greatest strength—direct, in-person engagement—John shifted to a draining stream of virtual events.

In a battleground race for a seat in a narrowly divided Senate, commentators projected that the general election could become one of the most expensive in Michigan history. “In 2020, politicians were going to raise billions of dollars telling people they cared about their communities, without any of it directly helping them,” John recalls. “I thought, Why wait?”

He made a “Nickel Promise,” pledging five percent of his campaign funds to charity. According to his campaign, it gave to nonprofits across Michigan, including children’s hospitals, veterans’ homes, and groups providing personal protective equipment and other pandemic relief.

On May 25, 2020, the country confronted another defining moment: Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin was recorded kneeling on the neck of George Floyd for more than nine minutes as Floyd pleaded for air before dying at the scene. The video ignited protests across the country and around the world, focusing renewed attention on excessive force and racial injustice.

John found himself drawn into the center of a national reckoning. “I didn’t see the George Floyd video—I felt it,” he told the New York Times. Like many Black Americans, he’d had his own experiences with police. Once, at an upscale suburban mall, officers approached John and Liz with weapons drawn. Another time, during a traffic stop with one of his sons in the back seat, a thought flashed through his mind: Is this the day my child watches his father bleed out?

John chose to focus on campaigning, believing it was where he could have the greatest impact.

“I feel like both parties have failed the American people—and Black people in particular,” he told National Review. “The Democratic Party has taken Black people for granted and the Republican Party hasn’t even tried.

“I have experiences that can bring us together,” he continued. “I was raised by people who have seen their uncles swing from trees. I’ve been pulled over and feared for my life. But I’ve also been an officer on patrol in areas with folks who’d just as soon see me dead. I understand what officers feel when they put their lives on the line to protect people and are underappreciated.”

On the trail, he often put it simply: “I don’t have a Black message or a white message. I have a red, white, and blue message.”

As expected in a battleground state during a presidential year, the race turned sharply negative in its final months. Both parties poured tens of millions of dollars into attack ads. When the votes were counted, Joe Biden carried Michigan by 2.7 points. Senator Gary Peters won reelection by 1.6.

Many candidates would have stopped there. John had lost two statewide races, though he had outperformed expectations each time, built strong name recognition, and was not yet forty. When Michigan’s independent redistricting commission redrew the state map ahead of the 2022 election—creating an open, Republican-leaning seat in the Tenth District—John entered the race with strong encouragement from party leaders and grassroots activists alike.

He steamrolled his opponent in the primary, then faced a well-known Democratic opponent with experience as both a prosecutor and a judge. Commentators predicted a red wave in response to President Biden’s agenda, echoing 2018 in reverse. Instead, Democrats exceeded expectations nationally—particularly in Michigan, where several ballot initiatives boosted turnout.

Statewide, Gretchen Whitmer, the incumbent Democratic governor, beat her Republican opponent by more than 10.5 points. But when the votes were counted in the Tenth District, John had again outperformed the top of the ticket. His margin was just half a percentage point, about 1,600 votes out of more than 325,000 cast, making it the nation’s third-closest House race.

Two years later, John would win a rematch by 6 points, expanding his margin to more than twenty-six thousand votes and carrying areas that typically voted Democratic. He would credit “the best constituent services team in the country” for his strong win.

On the night of November 4, 2022, though, John paused to take it in. Nearly five years had passed since he’d entered the political arena—years of losses, relentless travel, and sustained uncertainty. He had worn many uniforms in service to his country. Now, he had earned the chance to serve in another.

“If I have a talent,” he says, laughing, “it might be that I’m just too dumb to quit.”

“I HATE POLITICS, BUT I LOVE THE COUNTRY”

As an Apache pilot, John learned to fly low, stay focused, and deliver results. In Congress, he tried to do the same.

Even as a freshman, he drew attention almost by default. He was a combat veteran from a battleground district, a polished speaker, and one of just five Black Republicans on Capitol Hill. At times he took center stage—for example, delivering a prime-time speech at the 2024 Republican National Convention during which he told his father’s American dream story and criticized the Biden administration’s economic and social policies. More often, however, he kept a low profile and focused on the work.

When pressed on the controversy of the day, he typically pivoted to policy. He focused on supply-chain resilience, energy, and veterans’ services. A counter on his congressional website tracked how many veterans his office had helped directly and how much federal funding he’d secured for his district.

Advancing his policy priorities often required bipartisan cooperation. To a man who’d spent much of his life surrounded by Democrats or in a largely apolitical military, that came naturally.

“I hate politics,” he says. “But I love the country. The idea that someone is less than because they’re a Democrat or a Republican, that’s foreign to a military officer.”

That disposition shaped the relationships he built. John joined bipartisan groups like the Problem Solvers Caucus and the For Country Caucus, the latter consisting largely of post-9/11 veterans committed to governing. These groups gave him something increasingly rare in Congress: colleagues across the aisle whom he could trust.

He represented a nearly evenly divided district, bordered by a heavily Republican district in the north and Democratic areas to the south and west. His instinct was to listen broadly, then decide through a conservative lens. Like many members from competitive districts, he generally voted with his party on major legislation while looking for bipartisan openings on narrower but at times consequential issues.

John held a straightforward view of the House’s role. Senators, he believed, had more room to defy local opinion. House members ran every two years for a reason—to remain closely tethered to their districts.

“What’s your job?” he says. “Representative. Your job is to represent your district.”

Often, this placed him between competing pressures. John needed to navigate a party shaped by populist and isolationist currents while remaining faithful to his sense of duty and to Michigan’s priorities. A devout Christian, he tried to practice his faith through deeds in an environment in which belief was often proclaimed more loudly than lived.

In his first term, John focused on two linked goals: reforming Congress and delivering concrete results for people who had devoted their lives to public service. He called his first major effort the “D.C. accountability package.” It consisted of a set of bills built on the premise that lawmakers should be governed by the same rules and incentives as the people they represent.

The proposals were not likely to pass Congress, but that was partly the point. He wanted to state publicly the standards he believed Congress should meet and prompt a broader conversation about reform.

One measure was the RETIRE Act, a resolution to amend the Constitution to bar candidates from running for federal office if they were seventy-five or older during their term. “Much like precedents set in the military, in corporate boardrooms, and even in certain elected positions in states like Michigan,” John says. Other bills would have imposed term limits on members of Congress and linked congressional pay to performance during government shutdowns.

John framed these proposals as a question of institutional readiness. Leadership in a faster, more dangerous world, he believed, required clearer limits, regular renewal, and greater accountability to the public.

He was also an early advocate for banning members of Congress from individual stock trading. By early 2026, bipartisan support had grown for such a measure, bringing Congress closer than it had been in years to closing a loophole that had long eroded trust.

Taken together, the reforms would have constrained John himself and reduced privileges that Congress had long resisted surrendering—measures, he says, “that inconvenience the powerful on purpose.”

“If public trust has been strained by the appearance that some profit from proximity,” he adds, “then remove the temptation. If the optics are bad because the incentives are worse, change the incentives.”

Alongside these efforts, John focused on legislation that could realistically become law. That search led him to a long-standing flaw in Social Security policy. Rules designed decades earlier to prevent someone from double-dipping—receiving both a pension and Social Security benefits—had increasingly come to penalize workers who had paid into Social Security before or after their time in public service.

A police officer, for example, might spend a decade as a private security guard while contributing fully to Social Security, then serve twenty years as a city cop, earning a pension but not paying into Social Security. Upon retirement, an outdated provision of the law could significantly reduce the Social Security benefits she had earned during her private-sector years. In effect, years of public service retroactively diminished benefits the worker had already paid for.

This defect penalized millions of police officers, firefighters, teachers, nurses, and other public servants. Constituents and groups like the Police Officers Association of Michigan warned that the policy undermined recruitment and retention. Both parties acknowledged the problem. But the cost of addressing the issue and opposition from some hard-right Republicans made GOP leaders reluctant to force a vote.

Convinced an injustice needed fixing, John pushed back against his own party’s leadership. He joined Representative Garret Graves of Louisiana, the bill’s lead Republican sponsor, in backing a discharge petition, a rare procedural move allowing rank-and-file members to force a vote over objections of party leaders. It was a gamble that could have cost political capital.

“Going against leadership to take care of people who spend a lifetime running into gunfire—into house fires?” John asks rhetorically. “That’s just the right thing. That’s why I’m here.”

Congress passed the Social Security Fairness Act at the end of John’s freshman term in 2024, and President Biden signed it into law. As a result, more than 3.1 million Americans who had devoted part of their lives to public service received the full benefits they had earned.

“775,000 TROOPS IN CONTACT”

“All politics is local,” former House Speaker Tip O’Neill of Massachusetts famously liked to say. The idea shaped much of John’s early work in Congress. Among his top priorities in his first term was securing the future of Selfridge Air National Guard Base, the district’s largest military installation and a critical economic engine for the surrounding region.

The century-old base was home to more than five thousand military and civilian personnel, supported thousands of jobs, and generated more than $850 million in annual economic activity. Yet its future was uncertain. Selfridge had appeared on the 2005 BRAC, the Base Realignment and Closure list, which could have set the stage for its closure. Meanwhile, Selfridge’s A-10 Warthog mission relied on an aging Cold War–era aircraft that the Air Force was increasingly signaling it might retire. Without a replacement mission, both the base’s strategic relevance and its economic footprint were at risk.

In Congress, John worked the levers at the disposal of a House member. He pressed the Air Force to identify a successor mission, raised the issue repeatedly with colleagues and the media, and sought federal funding to keep the base viable. He returned to the issue over and over, framing it as a matter of military readiness and regional stability.

“My colleagues probably got sick of my stick-to-itiveness,” he jokes.

The effort cut across party lines. John worked with Democratic governor Gretchen Whitmer and members of Michigan’s delegation—including his former opponent, Senator Gary Peters—to make the case for sustaining Selfridge. Over time, it became a shared priority among elected officials, military leaders, and local stakeholders.

In late April 2025, President Trump visited Selfridge and announced that the A-10s would be replaced by F-15EX fighters—state-of-the-art aircraft capable of flying nearly four times faster than the Warthogs. John welcomed the announcement, then turned immediately to the next phase: securing the infrastructure upgrades and funding that Selfridge required to support the new mission.

Asked how he understood his role in Congress, John often returned to his days flying Apaches over Baghdad. “We represent 775,000 people who are ‘troops in contact,’” he says, using the military term for friendly forces under fire. “When you remember they’re outmanned, outgunned, low on ammo, and losing loved ones, it gets a lot easier to get over yourself.”

Though John rarely stressed it, representing those 775,000 constituents came with risk. In 2020, members of a right-wing militia were arrested and charged with plotting to kidnap Governor Whitmer. In 2024, former President Trump narrowly survived an assassination attempt in Pennsylvania. The following year, the assassinations of Minnesota Democratic legislator Melissa Hortman and conservative activist and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk intensified fears that political violence was out of control.

After more than five years of campaigning—and with a young family that, with the birth of his son Christian, now included three boys—John could have stepped away. However, he asserts, “I refuse to allow fear to govern my actions. That doesn’t mean we ignore risk. But America is worth fighting for. And if called by the Lord, worth dying for.”

During his second term in Congress, John stepped forward and announced his candidacy for governor of Michigan. It was a chance to advance statewide the priorities he had pursued in the Tenth District: strengthening manufacturing and competitiveness, investing in schools and young people, and safeguarding the American dream.

Eighteen long months on the campaign trail stretched ahead, which would culminate in the November 2026 midterm election. It would be another arduous race. Democrats quickly labeled him an extremist. Whitmer, Michigan’s outgoing Democratic governor, remained popular, and several prominent Democrats—including the secretary of state—entered the race. Detroit’s mayor announced an independent bid. In a potential three-way contest, John had a real opening, but he also knew how much—and how quickly—the political landscape could shift.

Where his next mission would lead remained uncertain. It might take him to the governor’s mansion, to another office, or back to private life. What a John James victory would signal for a Republican Party divided between populist grievance and traditional conservatism was equally unclear. What was clear to him and his supporters was his commitment to what he called servant leadership.

That commitment had been sparked more than twenty years earlier at Michigan Boys State. It had since taken many forms: flying combat missions over Baghdad, growing a purpose-driven business, forging bipartisan coalitions in Congress, and rebounding from electoral defeat. At times, it revealed itself more quietly.

On John’s first Memorial Day in Congress, he joined fellow veterans in the For Country Caucus to clean the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall, an annual tradition initiated in 2019 by the former Florida representative Mike Waltz. The three Vietnam veterans still serving in Congress—two Republicans and one Democrat—opened the event, addressing roughly thirty Iraq and Afghanistan veterans gathered beside them.

Representative Mike Thompson, a California Democrat wounded in Vietnam, told the group that every day in Washington he thinks about the men he served with who were killed in combat, their names etched on the Wall. Congressman Jim Baird, an Indiana Republican who had lost an arm in Vietnam, gripped a broom in the hook of his prosthetic hand. “We cannot let America forget that freedom isn’t free,” Baird said, drawing nods and grunts of affirmation from the group.

The work was simple and quiet. Buckets of water. Sponges. Hands moving slowly across black stone. Fifty-eight thousand, two hundred eighty-one names.

Afterward, CNN’s Jake Tapper asked participants who they thought about as they cleaned the Wall. John stood beside his West Point classmate Pat Ryan, now a Democratic congressman from New York, representing a district that includes West Point. When John answered, he named his former roommate, Major Benjamin Recla, who had died by suicide after two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan—highlighting one of the war’s “unseen wounds.”

For Pat, John’s words unlocked something he had long carried but rarely voiced. “That was the most important moment for me in Congress because there’s complexity for veterans around death by suicide,” he recalls. “Should it be honored in a similar way as we honor a combat fatality? I’d always hesitated, especially in front of older generations. John said our friend Ben’s name, and that made me feel it was appropriate—and necessary—to recognize these deaths. They are far too common in our generation. For me, it was Corporal Keith Nowicki. I brought him home from combat, and he ended up taking his own life. That’s the one that’s hardest—the one I feel I failed most.”

Pat had worked with John since their first days in Congress. But that moment brought him even closer to the friend Pat considers his “most productive bipartisan partner in Congress by far.”

John, who calls Pat his “brother in arms,” puts it plainly: “It’s not a leap to reach him. Of course we disagree. That’s not the point. I trust the man. We stood next to each other when we took our oaths. That’s bigger than any political divide.”

Together, they worked on legislation to expand access to the G.I. Bill and improve mental health services for veterans—efforts shaped by the loss of friends like Benjamin Recla and Keith Nowicki. Since the day they committed themselves to the Army as members of the first West Point class to take their Oath of Affirmation after 9/11, John and Pat had been bound by service and by the code of the Long Gray Line: “Duty, Honor, Country.”

For John, service is inseparable from faith. Looking back, he says:


I don’t think that anything I’ve done in my life has been particularly courageous. But I do think that the things in my life I’ve done have been meaningful.

I think that we are created for a purpose. We are created to bring glory to God and to love our neighbors as ourselves—and what better way to do both than through service?

Of course there’s going to be fear: “What are they going to think of me? Am I going to lose what I have? Am I going to lose my life?” But it is also in Scripture. The people who try to keep things, they end up losing ’em: “Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and thieves do not break in to steal.”

There are things that are bigger than us. There are moral truths that are higher than us. And I do truly believe the only things that last are what we give.






CONGRESSMAN DON BACON
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“You’ve Got to Have Your Own Compass”
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Arriving at Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson, Arizona, Captain Don Bacon was welcomed with a loud fart.

“Howdy!” the perpetually friendly Midwesterner had greeted his new squadron mates. Unbeknownst to Don, “Howdy” was how members of the 41st Electronic Combat Squadron would warn their air crew they were about to pass gas.

“There was a navigator in the room who was a little crass,” recalls First Lieutenant Dave Delmonaco. “So she actually bent over and—as in Monty Python—‘farted in his general direction.’”

“Howdy this!” she replied.

It was a lighthearted start to Don’s posting to Tucson in 1992. But before long, Don discovered that the unit was facing a real, and corrosive, predicament: a web of extramarital relationships perpetrated by more senior officers.

In American society, adultery is frowned upon. In America’s military, it can be punishable under the U.S. Code of Military Justice, with penalties that can include loss of pay, discharge, and confinement.

Rumors swirled about several senior officers entangled in inappropriate relationships—some with women in the squadron, some with the spouses of other officers. One day, a lieutenant Don was close to approached him with difficult news: His wife had an affair with a major, and he was getting divorced. As a junior officer, however, the lieutenant worried that his lower rank might work against him if he raised the matter. He declined to file a formal complaint.

Don was “pissed off,” but he respected his friend’s decision to stay quiet. The squadron then deployed to Bahrain, where the pattern continued: The major and other senior officers engaged in improper relationships with subordinates, blurring lines of authority and trust. This time, the stakes were not just personal but operational.

The 41st Squadron flew the EC-130H Compass Call aircraft. The hulking planes were designed to jam enemy radar from above the battlefield, and to disable and disorient hostile forces before they could fire their first shot.

Four crew members handled flight and navigation. Nine others—including an electronic warfare officer, a weapons system officer, and a handful of linguists and analysts—oversaw targeting, jamming, and intelligence collection. These jobs required teamwork and focus. The last thing Don needed was angry and distracted airmen.

He approached the squadron commander and relayed his concerns.

“It’s just rumors,” Don recalls the lieutenant colonel telling him. “Mind your own business.”

A devout Christian, Don prayed over what to do. He could raise the issue with a more senior officer, but bypassing the lieutenant colonel could jeopardize or even destroy Don’s promising career. On the other hand, the issue threatened his unit’s effectiveness, and the junior officers deserved better.

Quietly, Don gathered six squadron members to sign affidavits describing the major’s behavior. Because he expected the major to deny the allegations, which could expose Don and others to false accusation charges, he wanted backup.

He delivered the affidavits to the colonel in charge. “I’ve heard a little about this myself,” the colonel said, surprising Don. “I’ll look into it.”

Not surprisingly, the major denied everything. Back on base in Tucson, Don felt an uncomfortable chill among some of his peers who viewed him as a traitor to an unspoken code that protected superior officers and ignored the toll on junior officers and families. Also not surprisingly, the squadron commander was upset that Don had circumvented his authority.

Months passed. The investigation broadened. Eventually, all 330 members of the 41st were summoned to a briefing by the investigating officer, who told them three senior officers had been found guilty of adultery. Then he turned to Don. “Captain Bacon,” Don recalls him saying, “is the most respected officer in this squadron.”

Later, the wing commander, Brigadier General Barry Barksdale, pulled up a chair beside Don at the officers’ club. He was three rungs of seniority above Don. “It took courage to do what you did,” Barksdale remembers saying to Don. “You were right, and you helped fix the squadron.”

Barksdale ranked him number one out of more than two hundred captains on base.

“Bits is old school,” Barksdale says, using Don’s call sign, a derivative of “Bacon Bits.” Barksdale, who kept in touch with Don over the years, adds, “He’s the same guy he was then. He doesn’t pick every fight. He picks the fights he thinks he can make a difference on.”

“It just goes back to the integrity piece of him,” Don’s friend Delmonaco observes. “There’s the ability to make a hard decision—to make the right decision—even when it’s not going to be popular.”

Nearly thirty years later, while serving his fifth term as a House Republican from Nebraska, Don would recall that incident with pride. Decades in the Air Force had left his skin sun-weathered. He sported a thick head of graying hair, which he combed back, and offered a ready smile. In the bitter churn of partisan politics, Don remained almost preternaturally affable. Pat Flood, an Air Force colleague turned senior staffer, remarks that he “could count on one hand, and have a couple fingers left over,” the times he’d seen Don truly upset.

Yet beneath that good-natured demeanor was a steady resolve. Don had shown it as he rose through the ranks to brigadier general and again in Congress as he became one of the House’s most bipartisan members and a rare voice against his own party’s divisiveness. Often subject to scathing attacks, he followed his own compass—his true north formed long before Congress.

A BROKEN HOME

At first glance, young Don Bacon seemed to be living a heartland dream. Momence, Illinois—population about three thousand—sat along a lazy bend of the Kankakee River, its streets lined with diners, American Legion and VFW halls, and hardware stores. Sundays were for church. Chicago was about fifty-five miles north and a world away from the farm town.

His grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins lived within a mile of one another and grew corn and soybeans on a thousand acres. Beside his parents’ farmhouse was a pond for swimming in summer and skating in winter. Across the water stood the barn, where the Bacon kids played tag, swung from the rafters, and cared for their horse, Ginger. Clever enough to play hide-and-seek, Ginger even learned to pull the cord that lit up the barn. Don kept getting blamed for leaving the light on, until his father caught the horse with the cord in its mouth.

Don idolized his grandfather, who worked as the chief financial officer of a major printing company that produced the Sears catalog. Each day, he visited his grandmother—his rock, he remembers—who offered unconditional love, a sympathetic ear, and regular T-bone steaks.

She also gave Don a two-hundred-page Life magazine devoted to World War II. Mesmerized, the ten-year-old read it cover to cover, poring over the D-Day photos and tracing the German thrust through the Ardennes until he could almost hear rifle fire in the frozen air and smell gunpowder in the snow. The magazine sparked a lifelong fascination with military history. Though a self-described middling student—one who “led the eighth grade in getting swats,” the smacks with a wooden paddle that were once common in schools—he always excelled when the subject was war.

And yet despite the closeness of his extended family, all was not well in Don’s household.

“I come from a broken home,” he says matter-of-factly.

Don’s father, also named Don, was a workaholic who logged fourteen-hour days at the accounting firm he’d built, then came home to work the farm. His absences infuriated Don’s mother, Joan, a beautician who later sold insurance in Chicago after raising five kids.

The couple barely communicated. When angry, Joan would sometimes say to the children that she hadn’t spoken to their father in a month. Don’s parents fought constantly and sometimes physically. He believes they were good people but that they “just didn’t work as married partners,” which drove them to do things that hurt their children.

Their antagonism led to a two-year divorce followed by decades of lawsuits and ultimatums. Joan threatened to cut off contact with any child who lived with their father. Once, she took the kids to a YMCA and claimed they were homeless to humiliate him, seemingly unconcerned with the impression it made on her as well.

“She was so angry at my dad,” Don recalls. “If you picked sides with him, you were a traitor. It was total war.”

Don stayed with his dad in the farmhouse while his siblings lived with their mother thirty miles away. The elder Don, a former Marine, ran the house with drill-sergeant discipline. Yet Don enjoyed their bachelor routine—frozen pizza, Andy Griffith, and Johnny Carson at night.

That peace vanished when his father remarried. The night of the wedding, fifteen-year-old Don came home, cake in hand, to his new stepmother screaming at him. From that moment on, her outbursts felt constant. “We had police out all the time,” he says. Another relative recalls “plenty of plates flying.” Don’s brother Jim remembers her once hurling a steak knife at her own ten-year-old son.

Fearing a second divorce, Don’s dad tried to be patient and asked Don to be as well. “I had to learn from reading the Bible how to love and forgive,” Don says. “Because I didn’t learn that from my home.”

Years later, doctors diagnosed his stepmother with severe bipolar disorder. Medication seemed to have little effect on her behavior. The kids learned to move carefully to try to avoid setting her off. Within a few years, the household grew to nine children. Several struggled with mental illness themselves as well as addiction. Eventually, Don’s father and stepmother divorced.

From an early age, Don found refuge in farmwork. When he was ten, his grandfather had him hauling manure—“a job that prepared me for politics,” he jokes. He baled hay, drove grain trucks, and, after long days, tore through the fields on his Honda 75. “That dirt bike was like a part of my body,” he says.

The only thing that thrilled Don as much as his dirt bike was politics. His family was packed with staunch Goldwater Republicans, and leading conservative publications like National Review and Human Events sat on the coffee table. In 1976, America’s bicentennial, thirteen-year-old Don stayed up late calculating how many delegates Ronald Reagan needed to seize the Republican party’s nomination from the incumbent president, Gerald Ford.

Don absorbed Reagan’s message. “Keep government small,” he recalls. “Keep taxes low, but have a strong defense. To this day, that’s what I am as a Republican.”

Even as he indulged his born-to-be-wild side, Don remained on a steady course. His drill-instructor father had given him stern marching orders: graduate high school in three years and be out of college in four, while working one job during the school year and two during summers.

Don obliged, driven in part by a desire to leave behind his volatile home life. After two years struggling at the local public high school, he enrolled at a nearby private Baptist school that allowed him to transfer his credits and graduate the following year.

Fresh off watching Animal House, the 1978 comedy about college drinking and toga parties, Don imagined college as a debaucherous rite of passage. Northwestern College, a Christian school he attended in Iowa, was nothing like that. But he enjoyed it anyway, especially the history and political science classes.

Home from college for the summer, Don and his seven siblings trooped to Brown’s Chicken, an Illinois fast food chain, where his younger sister Beth worked. Seeing Beth overwhelmed serving her whole family, a coworker—a recent high school graduate with waist-length blonde hair—lent a hand.

Her name was Angie Hardison. She was a “small-town girl,” she says, from neighboring Bradley, and with her own troubles at home. Angie’s mother married four times, and one stepfather was an alcoholic. They lived in a trailer park.

“Just not a great upbringing,” Angie remembers.

Don was taken with her. He began showing up whenever Beth and Angie went out. Eventually, he and Angie went on their first date, a dinner at Red Lobster followed by the movie An Officer and a Gentleman. They finished the night sitting alongside the Kankakee River, killing a bottle of wine that Angie had gotten from her older sister.

Don “was very charismatic,” remembers Angie. “Fun, easygoing . . . very intelligent, but he would joke around. I’ve never met anybody else like him. He was kind of marching to his own tune.”

Don transferred to Northern Illinois University, where he majored in political science, and Angie followed him there to pursue a psychology degree. They married in 1984 in Angie’s hometown, in a ceremony officiated by her uncle, a minister who traveled up from Kentucky.

Don next dipped his toe into politics. His CPA father managed the books for the county Republican Party and helped Don land an internship with Illinois Congressman Ed Madigan. Don spent several months in Washington, where he recalls with a laugh that he “mastered the auto-pen” to sign documents for the Congressman. “I was the low guy on the totem pole,” he remembers. “It was fun to work on policy, to see people and committee hearings, and to work on the nation’s problems where the sausage got made. But being a staff member in D.C. was not my dream.”

He returned to Illinois and Angie, who was pregnant. The Kankakee job market wasn’t crying out for candidates with political science degrees, so he picked up a sales job, first at a car dealership, then in a shoe store. He preferred selling shoes, with their fixed prices, over trying to squeeze extra dollars out of customers on the car lot. On a whim, he applied to the CIA.

Around that time, Don and Angie went to dinner with an Air Force veteran friend of Don’s dad. The friend, a fighter pilot, knew about Don’s interest in military history and government, and was interested to learn that Don had been interviewing with the CIA. He mentioned the Air Force had intelligence jobs and encouraged Don to consider military service.

Although both Don and Angie had fathers who had served, Don had not considered joining the military until that moment. Intrigued, he visited a recruiter the next day.

Angie was also enthusiastic about the opportunity. “I had not traveled,” she recalls. “I just felt I needed an opportunity to get out of town. I thought, Okay, great. Let’s go see the world.”

Don signed up for Air Force officer training, thinking at worst it would burnish his résumé and help if he ever turned to politics. Then he told his family. “I was a motorcycle kid, long hair, C student. I liked to party,” he remembers. “I think my mom and dad were surprised. Everyone was surprised.”

They must have forgotten about the book-length volume of Life magazine that Don had devoured and still treasured. Throughout his time in Congress, that copy of Life would continue to sit in his home office, a reminder of what first sparked the career that would come to define Don’s life.

SAVING OUR BACON

Nothing about Don’s early months in the Air Force suggested he would one day achieve the rank of brigadier general.

During officer training at Lackland Air Force Base, near San Antonio, Texas, he struggled. He’d never made a bed before. He marched poorly. When responding to the drill instructor, he kept forgetting to say “sir.” “I wasn’t very ‘military,’” he remembers, with a faint smile. Halfway through, he called Angie and told her, “I don’t know if I’m gonna make it.”

Luckily, both farm life and home life had taught Don to endure difficult situations. He graduated with the most demerits of his class—but also another, more gratifying distinction: Most Improved.

His performance improved further in intelligence training at Lowry Air Force Base in Denver. Don studied Soviet missile fields and radar grids and learned to read the world through shadows: the tilt of a MiG’s wing, the rhythm of encrypted chatter, the meaning of sudden silence. In the depths of the Cold War, with bombers on high alert, a single miscalculation could prove catastrophic.

“I worked my ass off,” he says. “It was a defining moment for me. Okay, if I work hard, I can do it.”

He graduated first in his class.

His commanding officer had told the class that the selection for follow-on duty assignments would be based on performance. Don and Angie hoped for an assignment anywhere overseas. Despite his high performance, Don received orders to Offutt Air Force Base in Omaha, Nebraska.

“I literally think I cried,” Angie recalls.

Nevertheless, they set out to make the most of Don’s first real-world assignment as an intelligence analyst, and he excelled: briefing generals on base, traveling to the Philipines and other parts of the world on missions, and completing navigator and electronic warfare school.

“Always have a smile,” he says, describing his approach to service as a junior officer. “Always be energized. Work hard. Know what the priorities are for the boss. Get ’em done.”

Pat Flood, his Air Force colleague who would become one of Don’s top congressional aides, remembers thinking, There’s something special about this guy.

Don thrived in the Air Force, rising up the ranks and raising his family. Angie was at a bowling alley with other military spouses when the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq began. She quit her job at a crisis pregnancy center to focus on assisting the families whose loved ones were deploying, including airmen in Don’s command.

Now a lieutenant colonel, Don was in charge of his old squadron, the 41st. Their first stop was the improbably named Camp Snoopy, in Qatar, where the head of the base told Don that commanders bunked in individual trailers.

Don looked out at the vast array of tents, where his squadron would sleep—initially without air conditioning.

“Ma’am,” he recalls telling the base commander, “thank you for the accommodations, but I have all my guys sleeping in tents. I cannot sleep in a trailer.”

Regardless of the accommodation, sleep didn’t come easy for Don. His unit flew around the clock, circling twenty thousand feet above southern Iraq while they monitored and jammed enemy communications. Now and then, Iraqi air defenses fired blindly into the sky. “Our translators would say, ‘They’re targeting us,’” he recalls. “The guys on the plane were nervous.”

Don, who read the Bible daily, took comfort in Matthew 10. It was one of his favorite passages: “Don’t fear those who kill the body but are not able to kill the soul.”

After six months, he returned stateside to Washington, D.C., for the National War College and a stint supporting the secretary of the Air Force. Despite the challenges of bouncing around the world as a military family, he and Angie weren’t sure their family was complete. One of their boys had just started college. The other was in high school. Angie had always had, as she puts it, “a heart for kids.” The subject of adopting more children arose.

“We prayed on it, and both came to the same conclusion: There are a lot of kids needing homes,” Don recalls.

They became foster parents with the intent to adopt. The day they graduated from the required six-month training program, a social worker approached them. Two siblings—Austin and Jessica, aged eight and nine—needed a home. Their mother, a woman battling addiction, was in prison. Their fathers were absent. In 2004, the Bacons took in the two kids. The following year, the family adopted them.

Coming from an unstable environment, the children were sometimes defiant and hostile.

“I came from a home where when Dad says, ‘Jump,’ you jump,” Don says. “These kids were not doing that. Angie was much more patient than I was.”

Over time, Don learned to be “the prosecutor, parent, and defender.” The chaos and challenges gradually abated—helped along when Austin and Jessica’s grateful birth mother, now a religious Christian, reappeared. She made her instructions clear: “You kids need to follow Mr. Bacon.”

Nonetheless, the kids couldn’t follow him everywhere. In May 2007, Don returned to Iraq as chief of intelligence information, unhappily leaving Angie to face a tough year parenting their new children on her own.

“My duty title was intentionally meant to be obscure,” Don recalls. “My job was to get the intelligence gained from the SEALs and use it for public consumption—to show the bravery of our troops and the viciousness and depravity of the enemies.”

At one point, SEALs in Diyala Province uncovered a series of horrifying torture houses run by the insurgents. Victims hung from ceilings. Power drills lay nearby. Manuals detailed how to break a human being. Don ordered a series of photographs to document the butchery, careful to steer clear of the most gruesome images. However, his boss, a two-star general, directed that the photos not be made public.

“People see this, they’ll think we’re losing the war,” the general reasoned, according to Don.

“This is what Petraeus asked us to do,” Don countered, referring to General David Petraeus, by then a four-star general and the senior U.S. military officer in Iraq. The two-star was unmoved. Faced with conflicting orders, Don weighed how to deliver on Petraeus’s instructions without incurring the wrath of his direct boss. He leaked the information to a friendly public affairs officer. Days later, on December 20, 2007, stories broke describing a blood-stained “torture complex” that American and Iraqi forces had discovered and broken up.

The leak infuriated the two-star general. “He was ready to fire me right away,” Don recalls.

Phoning a friend on Petraeus’s staff and filling him in, Don made a career-saving plea: “If General Petraeus liked what he saw,” he told his friend, “maybe he could call my boss and turn him off.”

Petraeus called the two-star general and thanked him for publicizing the photos without mentioning Don’s name.

Don’s boss remained upset. “I know what you did,” he said. But Don kept his job.

Years later, Petraeus smiles and says, “Yeah, I had to save our Bacon.”

Two close calls in Iraq stayed with Don. On a visit to the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad’s Green Zone, he witnessed a missile explode outside the ambassador’s office, the exact spot that he had been walking toward.

On his second deployment to Iraq, Don was assigned a trailer. This time, with no troops directly under him, he accepted the more comfortable accommodations. Early one morning, as he woke, an insurgent rocket exploded nearby, blowing the light fixtures from the ceiling. His entire trailer shook with the force of the explosion. A concrete barrier beside the thin walls may have saved his life.

“I felt it in my teeth,” Don remembers. “It was that jarring . . . After that, every time I heard a warning, I just ducked.”

He returned home grateful to be in one piece. Angie was grateful too. Single parenting hadn’t been easy. “The stress of raising these two kids with challenges, and then Don being gone in a war zone at the same time—that was probably the most challenging time for me,” she says.

Being home, however, also wasn’t easy for Don. He found himself coping with post-traumatic stress. As he walked around Chicago with his father, sudden loud sounds set him off.

“I was looking up to see where I should dive,” Don recalls. “I was doing what I’ve done for a year. I couldn’t help it. It took time to get it out of my system.”

After tours as wing commander at Ramstein Air Base in Germany, a return to Offutt as base commander, and a final stint at the Pentagon, Don retired from the Air Force in 2014. Over sixteen assignments in seven states and three countries, he’d led squadrons, commanded in combat, and earned a chestful of medals. The screwup from Officer Training School had risen to one-star general—one of only 150 among 300,000 airmen.

When the time came at last to settle down, the Bacons could see themselves in only one place. It was the city where Don had spent eight years of his military career, the destination that had so horrified his young, eager-to-travel bride three decades earlier: Omaha.

EVERYBODY LOVES BACON

If Mark Dreiling hadn’t been lured to a campaign rally by the promise of free food, Don Bacon might never have made it to Congress.

Dreiling, who had recently retired from the Air Force due to a rare medical condition, was taking it easy in Omaha when his parents pushed him to attend an event for Congressman Lee Terry, an old boss. “You should really go,” they urged. “He could use some friendly faces. Besides, there’ll be free food.”

Reluctantly, Dreiling pulled himself off the couch and went to the rally that would change his life.

Also there: retired Brigadier General Don Bacon.

Don had planned to enjoy his grandchildren and maybe teach history or dabble in local politics. He’d been volunteering on the Terry campaign when someone noticed that the guy putting up yard signs for them was a retired Air Force general and invited him to speak at that rally.

Don remembers practicing his remarks “twenty times in the mirror” before stepping to the podium.

“All the other speeches were typical political speeches,” Dreiling recalls. “It was like listening to Charlie Brown’s teacher.”

Don spoke plainly about America’s allies and the shortcomings he saw in the Obama administration. “He wasn’t slick,” says Dreiling. “But there was a sincerity. I thought, This is who we need.”

They spoke briefly that night, then again a few days later at Terry’s election-night gathering—a party that felt like a wake. The eight-term Reagan Republican, long a fixture in Nebraska’s swing Second District, had alienated voters with tone-deaf moments, including replying “Dang straight” when asked about keeping his pay during the 2013 shutdown. That night, he lost to Democrat Brad Ashford—one of only two House Republicans in the nation to lose their seats.

The next day, still thinking about Bacon’s speech, Dreiling began urging him to run.

“Have you thought about Congress?” he asked Bacon over lunch.

Don laughed. “Have you talked to my wife? Because she said the same thing last night.”

Angie had long teased him whenever he complained about Washington: “Well, what are you going to do about it?”

Now he had an answer. “I didn’t want to be eighty or eighty-five and ask myself, ‘What could I have done?’” he later told a reporter for his hometown newspaper.

A longtime Nebraska political hand, Dreiling signed on to manage Don’s run for the House in 2016 and began emailing everyone he knew. The response was enthusiastic.

According to Dreiling, the campaign launch was right out of a textbook: website live at nine A.M., social media humming, press ready. Reporters assumed the GOP establishment had to be running the campaign. “It’s not the establishment,” Dreiling told them. “It’s military know-how.”

Don ran a classic conservative campaign. He called for lower taxes and a stronger defense. A happy warrior, he leaned into his name with humor. One ad showed him strolling through a grocery store, pointing out that “Everybody Loves Bacon.” He turned up at parades with a marching band, flag corps, and occasionally a pig named Wilbur.

The operation was unusually warm. Dreiling wrote to student volunteers urging them to keep up their grades, and offered to find tutors if needed. Don checked in constantly with volunteers, giving pep talks and thanks. “He set the tone,” Dreiling would later say. “A volunteer’s time is as valuable as a big donor’s check.”

Despite Don’s hard work and friendly tone, skeptics abounded. Don was new to politics and barely known. One columnist predicted failure; even Terry joked that Bacon would “come in sixth in a five-way race.” Instead, Bacon dominated the Republican primary. He convinced one opponent to drop out and beat the second-place finisher by a two to one margin.

The general election, however, appeared to be another uphill fight for Don. Ashford, a genial Democrat, was liked but erratic—a “nutty professor,” Dreiling says. Bacon’s campaign lagged in fundraising, “our lowest point,” Dreiling admits. Then came a wild card: Donald Trump.

Don sensed the anger Trump unleashed. Many of his relatives admired the brash New Yorker. Don had a more difficult time with Trump’s offensive personal attacks. “You wouldn’t catch Don Bacon taunting a war hero like John McCain,” Dreiling says.

“Don,” his father told him, “you’ve got to get behind Trump. He’s God’s anointed.”

“He’s not God’s anointed,” Don replied. “I don’t think John the Baptist, Paul, or Luke acted like Trump. And Peter had one wife—he didn’t have three.”

When an old Access Hollywood tape featuring profane and misogynistic remarks by Trump surfaced, Don’s campaign briefly made national news after a staffer posted an unauthorized tweet calling Trump’s comments “utterly disgraceful and disqualifying.” The campaign hadn’t meant to be so forceful. He needed practically all of Trump’s voters to win.

Reporters pressed Don for comment. He stayed calm. “I just tried to be my own person,” he said. “I can’t worry about someone else’s behavior. All I can do is treat people a little more civilly.”

Don trailed Ashford by 10 points over the summer, but he performed well in debates, and as the race drew national attention, he steadily closed the gap. Ashford was tied to the Democratic Party and House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, who became a frequent target of negative ads from outside Republican groups. Democratic spending surged in response, but Don’s biography, including his tenure as the former commander of Offutt, helped blunt the attacks against him.

On election night, Trump carried the district by 2 points. Don won by 1.

NOT LIKE ANY OTHER ELECTED OFFICIAL

“We opened up the door and there were no computers,” recalls Flood. “It was a really tiny office, just basic furniture and a bunch of phones—and the phones were ringing off the hook.”

Don had barely been sworn in when Trump took the oath of office for his first term with a popular promise to “drain the swamp” in Washington. Within days came a blast of executive orders, including a travel ban on several Muslim-majority countries that courts soon blocked. A renewed Republican effort to repeal the Affordable Care Act, Obama’s signature health care law, brought a torrent of angry calls. Flood, who had never used social media, downloaded every app he could find to track the uproar.

The polarization in Washington gnawed at Don. He began revisiting texts from the nation’s founding—The Federalist Papers and Washington’s Farewell Address—with their warnings about factionalism and the need for consensus.

“I made a commitment to figure out how to make friends across the aisle,” Don reflects. “That’s when I pivoted.”

Don soon gained a reputation as one of the most bipartisan—and effective—Republicans in Congress. He joined the Problem Solvers Caucus, a bipartisan group committed to “advancing common-sense solutions to key issues facing our nation,” and in 2019 he and California Democrat Jimmy Panetta cofounded and co-chaired the For Country Caucus, a group of veterans committed to civility and working across the aisle. In the annual index compiled by the Lugar Center—the nonprofit established by the notably bipartisan former Indiana Senator Richard Lugar—Don regularly ranked among the top ten most bipartisan members.

Dreiling recalls Don working on a Holocaust education bill with the Nebraska chapter of the National Education Association, a staunchly Democratic teachers’ union.

“No other elected official in the state takes my phone calls,” the chapter head told Dreiling.

“He’s not like any other elected official,” Dreiling replied.

In one of his first moves as a congressman, Don helped Ashford, his defeated Democratic opponent, achieve a signature legislative feat. Ashford had worked to pass the CHIP-IN Act, which allowed nonfederal entities—including cities, hospitals, and universities—to donate land and resources to the Department of Veterans Affairs. The Omaha VA was one of many facilities that stood to benefit.

By the time Don was elected, Ashford’s legislation had passed the House, but not the Senate. Republican leadership approached Don.

“This is a good bill,” they told him. “But Brad could be running against you again in two years. We’re happy to kill this bill now and give it to you later so you can pass it with your name on it.”

“Let’s not play around,” Don recalls responding emphatically. “If you have the votes to pass it right now, pass it right now.”

Shortly before Don was sworn in to Congress, President Obama signed Ashford’s bill into law in December 2016, one of his last acts as president.

The news of Don’s magnanimous decision reached Ashford, who concluded that Don was a different kind of congressman. The former political opponents became friends. Four years after Don was sworn in, Ashford was cutting ads urging Nebraskans to vote for the man who’d beaten him.

As in the military and on his campaign trail, Don’s easygoing nature and generous spirit extended to Capitol Hill. He carried his own bags and helped lost tourists find their way around the mazelike congressional office buildings. In 2024 the Congressional Management Foundation named Don one of the two best bosses in Congress.

“You don’t see the ego of an ex-general,” notes Keval Sojitara, first an intern and later a staffer to Don.

Nobody knew that better than Dreiling. For more than ten years, Don’s campaign manager turned chief of staff had managed a rare liver disease. Then his condition deteriorated. He shed weight at an alarming pace. His back muscles were bruised from constant coughing. His skin cracked and yellowed. A liver transplant was his only hope.

One day, in an Uber on the way to an event, Don asked Dreiling for an update on his health. Dreiling was candid about his chances of survival without a transplant.

“If I’m being honest, I don’t have much time left,” Dreiling told his boss.

“I’ll be your donor,” Don said.

Dreiling chokes up when he recalls the moment. “How many elected officials put themselves at that kind of risk for their staff?” he asks. “You hear about members of Congress who have gone through four chiefs of staff in a month and a half!”

It turned out that Don was three years too old to be a donor. Luckily, Dreiling received a liver at perhaps the last possible moment, from a generous soul who had died tragically in his twenties. During Dreiling’s months of recovery, Don kept him on the payroll.

“That’s what you do,” Don says. “I wouldn’t be here without Mark.”

LIGHTNING ROD

“Fuck you, Don Bacon!”

Angie had just opened the door of their Omaha home to welcome a troop of Boy Scouts when a woman pulled up, shouted the insult, and sped off. It was hard to imagine anyone less likely to become a lightning rod than Don. But after a few terms in Congress, the invective directed at him—and at Angie—had become familiar, prompting them to move to a house in Omaha with better security. In a deeply divided America, that was the price of being a reasonable and vocal voice in Washington.

Since his surprise 2016 victory, Trump had dominated the Republican Party, targeting challengers with threats and tweets. Mindful of his grip on the base, few Republicans spoke out. Those who did tended to retire or lose their seats to Trump-backed Republican primary opponents, among them Senators Jeff Flake of Arizona and Mitt Romney of Utah—the party’s 2012 presidential nominee—as well as Representatives Liz Cheney of Wyoming and Adam Kinzinger of Illinois, an Air Force veteran like Don.

“It’s always a mixed bag with Trump,” notes Flood. “Don’s not somebody that’s interested in picking fights unnecessarily. But as the administration wore on, it became harder and harder for him to just sit by and let some of the stuff go unchallenged.”

The acrimony reached a crescendo on January 6, 2021, when rioters stormed the Capitol, seeking to overturn Joe Biden’s win in the 2020 presidential election. Don was quick to condemn their actions.

“What happened that day was wrong,” he told reporters. But he also critiqued the Democratic response: “The other side has tried to politicize this to an extent that’s unrealistic. I mean, the government was not close to being toppled.”

Don voted to certify the 2020 election and acknowledged Biden as the legitimate president. He also supported creating a bipartisan commission to investigate the January 6 assault on the Capitol.

He maintained what Dreiling calls a “respectful relationship” with Biden and at times voted with Democrats during Biden’s term. He backed the bipartisan infrastructure bill. He also voted for the Respect for Marriage Act, protecting same-sex and interracial marriages—“the hardest vote I ever took,” Don says, “but you can make your own choices. You just have to answer to God.”

He also held the Biden administration to account, especially for the chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan. Don was deeply affected by one of his staffers who had previously lost her husband in Afghanistan. Flood recalls that a congressional committee hearing on the withdrawal was the only time he saw Don choke up.

At times, Don faced pressure and insults from Trump and his most vocal supporters. In November 2021, Trump released a list of thirteen Republicans he wanted defeated, which included Don. “Anyone want to run against Don Bacon in Nebraska?” Trump asked online.

An IT professional—who also dressed up as Darth Vader for children’s parties and promised to “‘Force choke’ the national debt”—answered Trump’s call. Three weeks later, he withdrew for health reasons. Then a roofing salesman, Steve Kuehl, stepped forward. Months later, Trump visited Nebraska to back a gubernatorial candidate and gave a nod to Kuehl. “Don Bacon—I think he’s bad news,” Trump told the crowd of three thousand. “Just another wise guy . . . I think Steve will probably do a lot better than people would anticipate. And I hear he’s working very hard, so good luck. Good luck, Steve, whoever the hell you are.”

Don cracked a joke later to Politico in response: “I like Godfather movies, so I thought maybe it was a compliment,” he said, a reference to respected mafiosos being called “wise guys.”

But the political threat was real. The leader of Don’s own party was coming for him. And Democrats smelled blood: “Dems still trying to cook Don Bacon in Nebraska,” read one headline.

Ultimately, Don’s sunny personality and bipartisan deal-making carried the day. He trounced Kuehl in the primary by 54 points and survived the general election to return to Washington for a fourth term, and within a year was embroiled in another major intra-party feud.

The fight for the speakership had been smoldering since Representative Kevin McCarthy’s narrow fifteen-round victory months earlier in January 2023. To secure the gavel, McCarthy had made sweeping concessions to hardliners that made it far easier to remove him from the speakership. That fall, they succeeded. McCarthy was out, and the House ground to a halt as Republicans failed repeatedly to coalesce around a successor.

Most Republicans rallied behind various consensus candidates. The hard-right House Freedom Caucus refused to back any of them, insisting on one of their own: Ohio representative Jim Jordan, the combative chairman of the Judiciary Committee.

Don objected. He knew many colleagues agreed privately, though few would say so aloud. “I can’t vote for you,” Don recalls telling Jordan. “We cannot let eight people tell two hundred and twenty-two people who’s going to be the Speaker. It’s unacceptable. It’s un-American.”

The backlash was swift. Thirty minutes after Don informed Jordan that he couldn’t support him, Fox News host Sean Hannity read Don’s office phone number on air. According to Dreiling, tens of thousands of calls, most from out of state, flooded the phones.

Some were crude. Dreiling recalls an elderly woman shouting, “If he doesn’t vote for Jordan, I’m going to burn his balls!”

A handful were ominous. Don’s wife, Angie, received a voicemail on her personal cellphone: “We’re going to follow your ass, every appointment you have, everything you fucking do . . . You’re going to be fucking molested like you can’t ever imagine.”

The Capitol Police tracked the most serious threats. Dreiling worried about the staff’s safety. Omaha law enforcement increased patrols near the Bacon home. Angie, calm but vigilant, slept with her Smith & Wesson pistol on the nightstand.

During the floor vote, members were called alphabetically. “Bacon” became the first to oppose Jordan, his vote for McCarthy echoing through the chamber. Nineteen others followed him that day, but Don was the first. “I wish my name was ‘Zacon,’” he later joked to a reporter.

After three failed rounds of voting, Jordan withdrew. The House had been paralyzed for three weeks without a Speaker before Louisiana congressman Mike Johnson emerged as the consensus choice.

Unpleasant as the episode was, Don felt proud. He and his fellow moderates were often maligned for yielding to their more partisan colleagues. This time, they’d held the line. “Revenge of the Squishes,” one headline declared.

“The radical minority thought they could browbeat us,” Don recalls with satisfaction. “Nobody expected us to stand up—and we did.”

The episode left a mark. Town hall meetings grew increasingly unruly, “like Jerry Springer shows,” Dreiling says. In one, Don told the audience, “I’m a Christian first, an American second, and a Republican third.”

“That’s why we don’t like you!” a heckler shouted.

Republican committees in two of the three counties Don represented voted to censure him, and all three, along with the state party, endorsed his challenger in the 2024 primary. The state GOP chairman endorsed and campaigned for Don’s opponent, a highly unusual and openly hostile move against a sitting incumbent.

As Trump launched another presidential campaign, the rhetoric on both sides grew more toxic. Don steered clear of the presidential primary, saying he would support whoever became the Republican nominee.

This time, Trump stayed out of Don’s primary race. After Don defeated his primary challenger by 24 points, Trump posted: “Congressman Don Bacon is a tremendous advocate for the Great People of Nebraska’s 2nd Congressional District. He is doing an incredible job!”

The praise was unexpected, but Don took it in stride. Although Trump lost the district by 5 points, Don still needed Trump’s voters to win. He got most of them—along with many independents and some Democrats—and carried the general election by 1.7 points.

THE SWORD UNSHEATHED

Don knew the next stretch would be difficult. The second Trump term, he observed in early 2025, was “more aggressive.” What unsettled him most was its “moral ambiguity” toward Russia and Ukraine.

“We’ve got leverage,” he said of the power that he and like-minded Republican moderates could wield in the House due to the GOP’s narrow House majority. “There’s a time and place to use it.”

He often recalled advice from General Gene Habiger, a four-star general who’d once led the U.S. Strategic Command: “If you’re falling on your sword every day, something’s wrong. So when you do it, don’t miss.” Don couldn’t fight every battle. He had to conserve strength for the ones that mattered, though in Trump’s second term, most days seemed to push boundaries. Don wondered which hills were worth dying on.

Don told a New York Times reporter that Republican leaders had pleaded with him to “quit kicking President Trump in the nuts.” Still, Don didn’t stay silent. He broke publicly with the administration on a series of issues, from symbolic gestures he dismissed as “juvenile,” such as renaming the Gulf of Mexico, to comments directed against close allies that he characterized as reckless bullying, including repeatedly suggesting Canada become the fifty-first U.S. state.

What troubled him most, however, were decisions with direct consequences for people’s lives. As Elon Musk’s DOGE initiative slashed funding and staff across federal agencies, Don objected to the crude method of sweeping cuts, such as when tens of thousands of young Americans devoting a year of service through AmeriCorps were abruptly sent home by email. “There’s a difference between common-sense cuts to underperforming or bloated agencies,” Don wrote in a Washington Post op-ed, “and haphazardly eliminating every program a software engineer fails to appreciate.”

As the most senior former active-duty career military officer in Congress, Don became the first Republican lawmaker to call for Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth’s resignation after the Atlantic revealed that Hegseth had shared sensitive information—including flight schedules, aircraft types, and missile launch times—for an upcoming U.S. airstrike in Yemen in an unsecured Signal chat. The Pentagon’s inspector general later concluded that the messages could have put American service members at risk had they fallen into enemy hands. Handling war plans on a phone chat, Don told reporters, showed that Hegseth was “an amateur person.”

“I never imagined I’d have to fall on my sword over and over,” Don says. “We knew Trump would be disruptive, but this has been overwhelming, and so needlessly demeaning to people. Will my next wound be fatal? I really don’t know.”

Of all the issues on which Don was willing to pull out his sword, one of the most important to him was Russia’s 2022 invasion of its democratic neighbor. “I’m not going to back down on Ukraine,” he says.

He had seen the wreckage of Russian aggression. During a 2024 visit, he traveled with Democratic representatives and fellow veterans Salud Carbajal and Jimmy Panetta of California to the front lines in Kharkiv, a city of more than a million that had once been Ukraine’s capital. They walked up a blown-out fourteen-story apartment building overlooking the open Russian plains, and a No Man’s Land of drone warfare.

Don had long supported U.S. aid to embattled democracies. However, rising partisanship and an isolationist drift within his party made such aid increasingly difficult to enact. When Biden proposed a $60 billion Ukraine package in 2023, it remained stalled in Congress for months. It eventually passed with broad bipartisan backing, though most House Republicans still voted against it.

“Plenty of members voted no even though they supported it,” Don says of some of his Republican counterparts. “They’d tell me, ‘Don, I think this is good. Keep doing what you’re doing. I’m a no because it’ll pass without me.’ It happens all the time, especially with guys from deep-red districts.”

In February 2025 Trump met with Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelenskyy in the Oval Office. With cameras broadcasting live around the world, Trump accused Zelenskyy of showing insufficient gratitude for U.S. aid, then abruptly ended the meeting, canceling private talks, a signing ceremony, and a lunch.

Days later, Don appeared on 60 Minutes and criticized Trump’s approach to Ukraine. “When he says Russia is not the invader—that it’s Ukraine’s fault—that’s just wrong,” he said. “This is a national security issue, but it’s also a moral issue.”

Three other congressional Republicans who had been scheduled to appear on the show reportedly backed out. On the show, Don joined Trump’s former national security adviser H. R. McMaster, who knew he might face backlash. Until then, Trump had never publicly criticized McMaster.

Trump held his fire on Don, perhaps mindful that in a narrowly divided Congress he might still need Bacon’s vote. But he lashed out at McMaster on social media: “H.R. MCMASTER IS A WEAK AND TOTALLY INEFFECTIVE LOSER!”

Back home, the Omaha World-Herald captured the moment with a headline: “Don Bacon Is ‘Man in the Wilderness’ as GOP Critic of Donald Trump on Ukraine.”

Don explains that it wasn’t hard for him to speak out on the issues he feels strongly about. “If Ukraine remains independent—with a free market and the rule of law—it changes everything for Eastern Europe, for all of Europe, and for our strategic future.”

Dreiling adds: “We see people do courageous things in the military, and they just do it as a matter of course. In politics, it seems like courage is a more rare commodity, right? I’ve had people ask, ‘How’d your boss do that?’ Well, he was willing to go over into a combat zone where his life was at risk, right?”

The same week as Don’s 60 Minutes appearance, an anonymous admirer sent Don a copy of John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage. Among the eight senators Kennedy profiled was Don’s fellow Nebraskan George Norris, who once declared, “I would rather go down to my political grave with a clear conscience than ride in the chariot of victory . . . as the vassal of any man.”

A REAGAN REPUBLICAN

On June 30, 2025, Don announced his retirement.

The grinding schedule had taken a toll, and the political climate had grown even more caustic, especially for the few members representing the nation’s most competitive House districts. In the preceding year, Trump had survived an assassination attempt and political violence had claimed the lives of a Minnesota Democratic legislator, Melissa Hortman, and her husband Mark. One evening, as Don mused about running again during a private dinner with Angie, she broke down in tears. She wanted them to have more time together, but she told him she would support him if he wanted to do it.

Don was torn. He prayed on the decision and asked God for a sign. Even in gridlocked Washington, he had accomplished much over five terms. After overseeing parts of America’s nuclear arsenal while in the Air Force, he had long hoped to chair the Strategic Forces Subcommittee. Republican leaders had told him the job would be his next Congress. For a time, that seemed reason enough to endure one more bruising campaign. Then the chairman of the Armed Services Committee called to say GOP seniority rules required giving it to someone else.

I guess that’s the sign, Don thought.

In his farewell announcement, he returned to a line that had become his creed: he was “a Christian first, an American second, and somewhere down there, a Republican.”

Don highlighted the work of which he was proudest: rebuilding Offutt Air Force Base, securing funding to replace his old EC-130 Compass Call aircraft with the EA-37B, and working—with his fellow Air Force veteran, Representative Chrissy Houlahan of Pennsylvania—to improve the quality of life for service members by pushing through the largest enlisted pay raise in generations and making improvements to housing and health care, including increased mental health services for military families.

In less than a decade, he had passed more than two dozen stand-alone bills as a lead sponsor and helped secure dozens more bipartisan measures embedded in larger legislation. Don had passed nearly five times what the average House member passed each year, according to GovTrack. In the 117th and 118th Congresses, the Center for Effective Lawmaking ranked him, respectively, the first and second most effective Republican legislator in the House.

He also acknowledged the lonely stands along the way. “What I hope to be remembered for,” he said, “is doing the right thing.”

For Don, the choice to step away was mostly about family. He had served the nation—in uniform or in Congress—for forty years, with Angie beside him the entire time. They had eight grandchildren in Omaha, and Don wanted them to see him in person, not just on television during campaign season.

“I want some quality time with him,” Angie says. “I’ve missed having him home, and I’d like us to take care of ourselves a little more before he starts his next journey.”

What that next journey will be is anyone’s guess.

“In an alternative universe where there was more appetite for a Republican willing to break with Mr. Trump, Mr. Bacon has the kind of temperament and résumé that could prompt dreams of running for president,” the New York Times observed.

Don admitted he’d thought about a run for governor, or perhaps serving as secretary of the Air Force or defense in another administration. He had the discipline, the drive, and the credentials. But his future, he knew, would depend on which direction his party chose to go next.

Within months of Don’s retirement announcement, candidates from both parties jumped into the race to replace him. If Democrats reclaimed the seat, would Republicans recognize what they had lost—a principled conservative with a gift for compromise—or simply continue marching rightward?

“We’ve got a little bit of a tug-of-war going on,” Don told a reporter shortly before announcing his retirement. “Which part of the party is going to be ascendant in the long run? Right now, obviously, President Trump . . . he’s been ascendant. But we’ll have this debate, I think, for the next two or three elections.”

In a quiet moment months after his announcement, Don reflected on how much his party had changed:

“I’m a Reagan conservative who is now considered a moderate,” the history buff said. “But I’ve never changed. These other guys are hardcore conservative, isolationist, protectionist. I don’t think that’s conservative. That’s 1930s Republicanism. It failed us then, and it will fail us now.”

The political climate had grown harsher for Republicans like Don. Trump’s scorched-earth rhetoric, and some of his policies, were alienating moderates and independents in districts like Nebraska’s Second. In that environment, even someone as electorally durable as Don could not take reelection for granted.

Don acknowledged the possibility, though he did not dwell on it. Was it less courageous for him to step aside from another run? Perhaps so, though after four decades of public service, few could fault him. He had done more than his share. Still, he wasn’t going quietly.

Don kept engaging his critics online, sometimes in sarcastic and acerbic tones. He joined a handful of moderates in filing a discharge petition to force a vote on extending Affordable Care Act tax credits. And as Trump escalated threats toward allies—most startlingly by floating the annexation of Greenland—Don introduced a bipartisan resolution reaffirming America’s partnership with Denmark and Greenland. A U.S. invasion, he warned Trump, “would be the end of his presidency.”

Three decades earlier, retired Brigadier General Barry Barksdale stood behind Don when he had reported a senior officer’s abuse of authority. Back then, Barksdale ranked him number one among more than two hundred officers. He says he is prouder still of the courage Don has shown in Congress: “Don is one of the few remaining Reagan Republicans who has stood his ground. He’s drawn a line and said, ‘I’m not crossing that.’”

Don may have been on his way out, but he wasn’t finished fighting for the country he believed in.

“I’m a team player,” he says. “I want to stand for what’s right. I’ll listen to other views. But in the end, you’ve got to have your own compass.”




CONGRESSMAN JARED GOLDEN
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“I Don’t Fear Losing”
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“SKULL SIX IN CONTACT!”

Lance Corporal Jared Golden was watching a knockoff DVD of We Were Soldiers in a tent with fellow grunts, or infantry Marines, when the radio started to crackle. He could hear a three-man Marine fire team in their unit—call sign Skull Six—stepping into a fight for their lives on a nearby ridgeline.

It was 2004, at a post in eastern Afghanistan. Out on patrol, Skull Six had stumbled upon a group of more than twenty Afghan fighters preparing to attack an incoming U.S. convoy. One militant shouted at the Marines to drop their weapons. The Marines replied with fire.

“It was the wrong time, wrong place,” Jared says. Or maybe, he reflects, by triggering the ambush early and potentially saving many more lives, it was “the right time, right place.”

Jared, then twenty-one, sprinted out of the tent with a handful of other Marines, the movie still playing, forgotten in the frenzy. Every minute mattered, and they knew it could take them as much as thirty minutes to reach Skull Six.

“GO, GO, GO!” a Marine shouted, tossing Jared an AT-4 rocket launcher.

They leaped into the beds of their Toyota HiLux pickups and rolled out with water, weapons, and ammunition. The convoy tore through the mountains, skirting steep drops to the river below. One hard jolt lifted Jared off the truck bed; a fellow Marine grabbed him just in time—another moment and he might have been dragged under the convoy.

The roads were so narrow and blind that one truck struck and killed a cow. Later, the owner would appear at the base with the carcass, demanding compensation. The Marines paid—and ate the beef.

One of the three Marines pinned down was Private First Class Daniel McClenney, a young grunt from Flat Creek, Tennessee. He’d joined the battalion—Third Battalion, Sixth Marines—only a month before they’d deployed to Afghanistan.

McClenney was a “super boot,” recalls Jared, using the term for a Marine fresh out of boot camp. He ticked through McClenney’s distinguishing features: small, kind of clumsy, and not super well trained.

“He was the kind of guy where you go like, ‘Oh shit, you’re going to have to carry this guy’s weight,’” Jared says.

But as Jared sped toward the firefight McClenney’s voice came over the radio. He’d taken over communications from his team leader, Lance Corporal Juston Thacker, who had just been killed.

“The whole time he was on the radio like Joe Smooth,” Jared recalls the radio operator saying of McClenney. “Calling in the grid coordinates. Calling in situation reports. Just a small little group, vastly outnumbered. But they made it a fight. And he was on the radio until the last moment.”

As Jared climbed the ridgeline, he heard a final, sustained burst of AK-47 fire, then silence. He believes those shots marked McClenney’s death.

The lone survivor, Lance Corporal Brian Molby, lived only because the militants had left him for dead.

McClenney had held out for nearly half an hour. When he ran out of ammunition, he had fought hand-to-hand, breaking his arm and taking a round in his stomach before the enemy executed him. His heroic last stand earned him a posthumous Silver Star with a Combat “V,” the Marines’ third-highest award for valor.

“We’re talking about a nineteen-year-old kid,” Jared observes. “If he had fear, it didn’t dictate how he responded. That’s a huge lesson for us all.”

As Jared later transitioned from grunt to legislator, the independent-minded House Democrat from Maine’s Second District would often receive praise for his courage. He shrugged it off.

In his mind, courage was Lance Corporal Brian Molby. Lance Corporal Juston T. Thacker. Private First Class Daniel B. McClenney. United States Marines firing at the enemy until they fell.

RAISED BY A COMMUNITY

Leeds, Maine, where Jared grew up, was the kind of small, rural town—population just over two thousand—where everybody knew everybody.

Jared Forrest Golden would eventually travel the world, but he remained a product of hometown and his family. “Their fingerprints are all over me,” Jared says of his parents, Joe and Jeannine, who were high school sweethearts. “There’s a nostalgia there. This was a great way to grow up. And I was raised by a community.”

Both of Jared’s grandfathers had served in World War II. His dad’s father was stationed in the Pacific and served in New Guinea and the Philippines. The experience left him scarred emotionally. Sometimes Joe would ask him to discuss the war, but he would tear up and say, “I just can’t talk about it.”

Joe hated bullies, Jared says, and he often fought on behalf of victimized kids. His lifelong affinity for the little guy was a lesson Jared absorbed.

Jared’s mother, Jeannine, had graduated from nursing school and planned to be a nurse. But when her father died, she took over the business he’d left her—the Springbrook Golf Club off Highway 202.

With modest white clapboard buildings dotting the close-cropped lawn, it was a mom-and-pop public course, not a country club. “A lot of people think golf, they think very hoity-toity,” Jared notes. “But it’s kind of like being a farm family.”

The Goldens mowed the fairways with old machines. An aging firetruck pumped water from a nearby stream to irrigate the greens. Jeannine ran the pro shop and cooked hamburgers and hot dogs for golfers in an old high-ceilinged dairy barn.

Jared and his older siblings, Seth and Ashley, pitched in. “I would help put away golf carts when I was old enough,” he remembers. “Picking up range balls, weed-whacking, raking sand traps. Once I was legally old enough, I was on the tractors. I loved it.” When he wasn’t working, he could often be found tossing a tennis ball against the side of the barn and chatting up visitors.

The place ran on a shoestring, losing money more often than not. Some years, Joe and Jeannine wouldn’t take their own paychecks. But they were their own bosses, and they never missed their kids’ baseball or soccer games. Jared says his upbringing helped him appreciate the blood and sweat that keep so many small businesses alive.

“My parents are terrible business people,” he says. “But they’re also great business people. They leave so much money on the table because they’re committed to this idea that this is supposed to be here for people who wouldn’t be able to afford to go play at the country club.”

Jared developed a good-looking swing, but he never became much of a golfer. Instead, he gravitated toward team sports—baseball, basketball, soccer, football, and eventually rugby. Despite his easygoing demeanor, he was a fierce competitor. He fondly recalls workouts during which his team’s baseball coach, a Navy vet, would take the players’ gloves away and drill ground balls at them. The team was undefeated for two seasons.

Like his favorite coaches, Jared’s parents saw sports as a way to build character. He says he learned from them that if he wanted to be good, he needed to earn it, and that he should place the team above himself.

For Jared, athletics and an active social life took precedence over academics. “My brother and sister were straight-A students,” he says. “I was a C, B, sometimes-A student if I was interested or liked the teacher.” He was very interested in history and civics—dressing up as Civil War figures in elementary school and playing a multi-CD set called 100 Great American Speeches in the car during high school. He liked listening to the Kennedys and Martin Luther King Jr. A particular favorite was Jesse Jackson’s 1984 Democratic Convention speech about the Rainbow Coalition, his effort to build a multiracial alliance of working-class and minority voters within the Democratic Party.

College was never a sure thing. At seventeen, Jared imagined he’d marry his high school girlfriend, have kids young, and work for her father, a successful building contractor who drove a Corvette. He laughs, remembering how his mother once told him, “Jared, you should apply to college, but you’re probably not going to get in anywhere.”

He proved her wrong, enrolling at the University of Maine at Farmington with a vague idea of becoming a high school history teacher. But as he headed forty miles north to the small town of Farmington, the spark of a different calling persisted, one that would soon be ignited by the defining event of his generation.

“I WANT TO BE THAT”

Though Jared barely remembered his grandfathers, their service and the mystique of the Greatest Generation had always stuck with him. In eighth grade, a friend’s father took him to see Saving Private Ryan. “The opening scene—I was just like, ‘People are so brave,’” Jared recalls. “‘I want to be that.’”

By high school, he wanted to join the Marines. Not the Army, Air Force, or Navy—the Marines, the United States’ amphibious assault force and, in his mind, the toughest branch. He scored high on military aptitude tests and was courted by peacetime recruiters eager to hit their numbers.

Nobody thought it was a good idea. “My parents didn’t want me to do it,” he says. “Neither did my teachers. Everyone was like, ‘No, go to college.’”

So he did. But not for long.

Jared had been on campus less than a month when the planes hit the Twin Towers on 9/11. “I can vividly remember reading the papers at breakfast in the cafeteria,” he says. “And then Bush’s address—I felt the call.”

A Marine recruiter looked at his test scores and said, “You can do anything you want.”

“I want to do infantry,” he replied.

“No, no, you don’t understand. You can do any job.”

Why would I join the Marines and not do infantry? he remembers thinking. I’m not trying to acquire a skill set. I want to serve.

By the fall of 2002, Jared had secretly enlisted. He signed the paperwork and waited until Thanksgiving dinner, overlooking the frozen golf course, to tell his parents.

“Why would you do that?” his shocked father asked.

Joe and Jeannine were children of the 1960s who didn’t even like having toy guns in the house. Joe could hardly stand driving Jared to take the bus to Portland for an induction physical. His mom told a reporter, “I walked and walked and walked and cried and cried and cried.”

Three days after telling his family he’d joined the Marines, Jared stepped onto a bus bound for Parris Island, South Carolina.

They call it “the land that God forgot.” About half the size of Manhattan, Parris Island is a slab of dirt set in the tidewaters of the Carolina lowlands. Alligators drift through its swamps. Marine drill instructors rule the island, scrutinizing every action, punishing every mistake, and forging the crucible of boot camp. Over thirteen weeks they strip away the identity of young Americans—most barely eighteen—and replace it with a new one so distinct that it will be carved on their tombstones: United States Marine.

“It was the first time I was exposed to people from away,” Jared told a reporter during his first congressional run. “I came from a small town. I thought Farmington was big.” Suddenly, he found himself training alongside guys from New York and Florida—even immigrants from Kenya, Mexico, and Ireland, some hoping to earn citizenship after their service.

The hazing was immediate and nonstop. “You’re sleeping in your rack,” Jared recalls, “and then there’s a whistle, and you’re on the line in your tighty-whiteys, and it’s like, ‘Put on your socks. You’ve got fifteen seconds. Fifteen . . . fourteen . . .’”

They called it “getting dressed by the numbers,” a chaotic ritual meant to enforce discipline and humility.

“They’ll look down the line and be like, ‘Oh, Golden doesn’t want to put his pants on? Everybody take your pants off. Let’s try it again.’” Dressing 120 recruits this way could take half an hour or more. And in between the attempts: pushups, rep after rep.

Some recruits were so afraid to ask for permission to use the restroom that they would pee themselves. “Then they’d be like, ‘Oh, so-and-so wants to pee his pants? Duck walk,’” Jared remembers. “You’d get down, hook your hands under your thighs, stick your thumbs in your mouth like a beak, and walk like a duck all the way up the deck to the bathroom, quacking, with your peed pants.

“It’s some weird stuff,” he says with a shake of his head. “But I never thought I was going to do anything but get through it.”

Already fighting in Afghanistan, the United States invaded Iraq in March 2003. “You’re going to war,” the drill instructors told the infantry recruits. They welcomed the prospect. “You’re so young and silly,” Jared recalls. “One-fifth of the guys were getting sent to Hawaii, and everyone was terrified of that. I didn’t want to get paid to live in Hawaii. I wanted to go to war.”

He soon got his wish. In spring 2004, Lance Corporal Jared Golden deployed to a remote base in Kunar Province, Afghanistan. The Marines bathed in rivers, relied on a generator that occasionally worked, and received supplies once a week from a helicopter. Missions were typically fast and lean, consisting of four to six Marines with Special Forces teams and local militia, gathering intelligence and chasing al-Qaeda toward Pakistan.

“No bullshit, no brass, no games. All business,” Jared says. “I was so fit I could run up a mountain. It was an awesome deployment.”

He returned home just before Christmas in 2004. He was in Iraq six months later, dismantling roadside improvised explosive devices—IEDs—and blowing open doors and storming buildings along the Syrian border in an effort called Operation Steel Curtain. The job was “clear and hold”—eliminate fighters, then stabilize the area. At night, they hunted terrorists. Platoon Sergeant JC Knight remembers Jared “moving and grooving . . . fighting with honor and integrity and valor.”

With few bomb technicians on hand, Jared and his grunt buddy Mike often dug for buried explosives themselves. He chuckles now, remembering a reporter watch them prepare to detonate a homemade device.

“What’re you guys doing?” the reporter had asked.

“About to blow up this IED,” Mike replied.

The reporter paled. “Aren’t you scared?”

“Nah.” He shrugged. “If this thing explodes, we’ll never know.”

While Jared was dismantling bombs, Joe and Jeannine were spending every day of his six-month deployment fearing that a Marine in dress blues might knock on their door and deliver terrifying news. “Every time I heard a car door, I’d jump,” Joe recalls.

They were gratified, though, by how much Jared had distinguished himself. Joe tears up as he recalls one of Jared’s commanding officers telling him, “I can’t begin to tell you how important Jared was to us and what he did for us.”

Others affirmed his leadership potential. “I’m never shocked by what a quality Marine can end up doing,” says Knight, who served with Jared in Iraq and Afghanistan. “If I was pushing through Steel Curtain, looked over, and saw dirty-ass, narrow-ass Corporal Golden taking the fight to the enemy and you told me he was going to be a U.S. congressman, I’d have said, ‘No shit. Wow. That’s exactly what that place needs.’”

ROCK BOTTOM

What marked the end of Jared’s military career wasn’t an IED but a DUI.

Back home after Iraq, he went to his staff sergeant’s going-away party at Camp Lejeune. He’d had a few drinks but felt fine to drive—which he later acknowledged wasn’t smart. On his way back to his apartment, he pulled into a checkpoint. A sheriff’s deputy gave him a field sobriety test. Jared passed. Then a young state trooper stepped in with a breathalyzer. Jared blew a 0.09, just over the 0.08 legal limit. He watched the trooper high-five his partner. “Congrats, you nailed your first DUI,” Jared recalls the trooper saying.

Jared believed the reading wasn’t accurate, but the Marine Corps didn’t wait for a verdict. They docked his pay and blocked his promotion. “They treated me like fucking trash,” he says. “It was one of the lowest points of my life.”

A Marine lawyer took his case pro bono, and the sheriff who’d administered the sobriety test testified in Jared’s favor. The judge, himself a veteran, pronounced Jared not guilty.

By then, Jared had already decided not to extend his service. The DUI episode reinforced that decision. Though acquitted, he believed he had put himself in a bad position. At the same time, he felt his battalion’s leadership had presumed his guilt before the court did.

He left the Marines with an honorable discharge, a positive reenlistment status, and a promotion to sergeant the day before his enlistment ended.

Jared returned to Maine in December 2006 with no plan and more debt than cash. His community helped him reintegrate back into civilian life. He moved in with his childhood best friend and his friend’s patient, long-standing girlfriend. The father of his high school girlfriend helped him land a job fetching tools at an RV supercenter. On weekends he worked at George’s Pizza, where his football team used to eat. At night, he checked IDs at a bar.

Despite working three jobs, Jared barely scraped by financially. Sometimes he skipped lunch to save money. And his mental health was fraying.

Many vets struggling with their mental health avoided the Department of Veterans Affairs. They worried about the stigma of seeking help and the possibility that a diagnosis could complicate their lives. Jared went anyway, and the VA psychologist—“the wizard”—diagnosed him with post traumatic stress disorder, PTSD. Beyond receiving a small monthly disability check, he heard nothing more from the VA following his diagnosis.

Jared experienced panic attacks, at times convinced he’d lost his rifle, an egregious offense in the Marine Corps. Once, in bed with a girlfriend, he thought he was seeing blown-up body parts. He covered her eyes and kept repeating, “Don’t look!” Driving around town, he scanned the road for threats. He self-medicated with alcohol. “He was kind of floundering,” his father remembers.

The turning point came at the pizza parlor. Bates College’s dean of admissions was a regular, and one day the owner pulled Jared out of the kitchen to introduce them.

“Out came Jared with his big honking Marine Corps tattoo, literally wiping sauce off himself,” the dean recalled. He was struck by the young veteran and told colleagues, “Grab him. He will be a star.”

Bates, in Lewiston, Maine, was only twenty-five minutes by car from Leeds, but Jared had never imagined applying to the prestigious liberal arts school known as one of the “Little Ivies.”

“If I’d applied out of high school, my application would’ve been passed around as a joke,” he says. When he told his boss at the RV supercenter that he was going to Bates, the boss thought he meant as a janitor.

Jared, who received a full ride thanks to VA and Bates scholarships, threw himself into his studies, focusing on early colonial American history and picking up a second major in politics. Wanting to understand the places where he’d served, he took courses on the Middle East, studied Islam and Farsi, and spent a summer in Kabul teaching at the School of Leadership Afghanistan for girls.

But he felt out of place. He was older, the only veteran, and a “townie” among students from far wealthier worlds. “I hit rock bottom at Bates,” he recalls.

His PTSD worsened. Suicide and substance abuse were rampant in his old military unit. One buddy started each day with a beer at five A.M. When he later died of a drug overdose, his former comrades debated whether it had been intentional.

One night, still living with his best friend and his friend’s wife, Jared walked into their room at two A.M. and asked to hang out. They stayed up drinking beer. “I wasn’t like, ‘I’m going to kill myself,’” Jared says. “But I felt like maybe I shouldn’t be alone right then.”

His friend urged him to see a Bates psychologist, who told him he was one of the most physically wound-up people she’d ever seen. She referred him to the Vet Center, a facility affiliated with the VA but intentionally separate to encourage confidential care. Over months, a Gulf War veteran there helped Jared gain more control over his mental health.

Jared took and passed the test to join the Lewiston Police Department, but the police chief talked him out of it. “Don’t be stupid,” Jared remembers the chief chiding him. “You’ve got a full ride to Bates. Just finish it.”

Jared graduated a semester early and returned to the Middle East to work for a freight logistics company operating in conflict zones from Afghanistan to Libya. One day he would clear a container of armored plates through customs; another, he would help move a USAID office in Baghdad. He often traveled across Afghanistan with only a concealed pistol under his “man jams”—the traditional one-piece dishdasha. “I was taking big risks,” he says, eventually concluding, “I’m not getting paid enough for this shit.”

“FUCK IT, I’LL MAKE A RUN”

At Bates, Jared had won a student award and, as a result, met a staffer for Maine Republican Senator Susan Collins. Eager to get out of the Middle East, he sent his résumé to Collins’s office. At the time, Collins was the top Republican on the Senate Homeland Security Committee. Jared was invited to interview for a staff role on the committee. Unlike staffers in a lawmaker’s personal office, who craft legislation and message points with an eye toward advancing their bosses’ personal agenda, committee staff members are specialists who provide deep expertise on a given subject matter.

Jared flew in from Baghdad without telling his employer. He showed up in a dust-covered sports coat and jeans. When Collins noticed he was a registered Democrat, she asked about his politics. “I’m a realist,” he replied. She gave him the job.

He received a crash course in legislating from the committee’s staff director, a retired FBI agent. “I’d give him three-page memos and he’d shred them into fucking pieces,” Jared recalls.

When Collins left the homeland security committee in 2013, she offered Jared a job in her personal office. Suddenly partisan politics mattered, and Jared hit a professional ceiling. “Look, you’re a Democrat and you do good work,” he remembers a staffer telling him. “But in a political office—not a committee staff—you’re not going any higher.”

Jared returned to Maine and became a legislative aide to Democratic leaders in the state legislature. But instead of shaping policy, he was writing press releases and letters to the editor. Then, three weeks before the ballot deadline for the 2014 election, a local state senator announced that she was stepping down to care for her ailing husband, and Jared’s hometown representative vacated his seat in the Maine House to replace her.

The Speaker of the Maine House called Jared into his office. “So you’re going to run for the state legislature?” he asked.

“No, I’m not,” Jared replied. He’d been thinking about quitting his legislative job and taking six months off to hike the Appalachian Trail to figure out what came next. And even for a low-paid aide making about $48,000, the salary cut that he would face was steep—state legislators earned just $18,500 a year.

But Jared had ideas for helping veterans. He wanted a commission to study why fewer than half of Maine’s veterans were enrolled in VA health care and how to fix that. The Speaker promised him a seat on the veterans committee and pledged to help him create a commission. Telling himself that he’d just serve a single term, “one and done,” Jared decided to run.

He had no campaign staff, but the district was so small, at just eight thousand people, that Jared could go door-to-door himself. He knocked on two thousand doors, introducing himself as a “veteran dedicated to serving the people of Lewiston and growing an economy for all.”

Lewiston was the bluest state house seat outside Portland, home to ancestral Kennedy Democrats and a strong union presence. Still, Jared recalls “running scared,” paranoid that he’d lose to his Republican opponent, a city council member.

“On election day, I thought I was going to lose,” he says. “When the numbers came in, I remember my opponent’s face going pale, visibly pale, because I took like sixty-two percent of the vote.”

The greatest prize during the campaign was meeting Isobel Moiles, a local Democratic activist with sparkling eyes and a wide grin. Izzy grew up an hour from Leeds. She and Jared had even graduated from Bates the same year, with the same major, without really knowing each other. Three months after meeting, just before the election, they were engaged. They married in 2015—the year Izzy won a seat on the Lewiston City Council—under a row of pines along the eighteenth hole of the family golf course. In their vows, Jared promised never to run against her.

In Augusta, the state capital, Jared quickly stood out. He stayed late watching Appropriations Committee hearings even though he wasn’t on the committee. “No one did that,” he says. Soon the chair was inviting him into cloakroom huddles. “I got a lot of shit passed just because I was in the room.”

By the end of his first term, he had created his veterans commission, secured three new veteran service officer positions, and established a state homeless-veterans coordinator. When the legislature adjourned, he went back to weed whacking at his parents’ golf course.

Maine’s strict term limits created constant turnover and opportunities for rapid advancement. By his second term, Jared had come to appreciate the difference he could make for veterans and other Mainers and decided to run again. At thirty-four, his Democratic colleagues elected him State House majority whip. Insiders predicted he could become Speaker by his fourth term.

But he was beginning to look beyond Augusta. Despite his progress on veterans’ issues, he realized the VA, a federal agency, didn’t care what a state representative thought. The changes that mattered required federal action.

Then came what he considered a betrayal. Maine’s Second District had one of the nation’s highest Affordable Care Act enrollments. Bruce Poliquin, the Republican congressman who represented the district, had promised not to support the ACA’s repeal. In 2017, however, he broke that promise. “He didn’t explain it. He didn’t talk to the press. He just did it,” Jared says. Months later, Senator Collins, Jared’s former boss, voted against the same repeal, underscoring how toxic the issue was in Maine.

“I thought, Oh shit, this guy’s vulnerable now,” Jared recalls. “So I decided, Fuck it, I’ll make a run. See what happens.”

Maine’s rural Second District, geographically the largest congressional district east of the Mississippi, stretches from Lewiston to the Canadian border. “It’s not just the Maine of lobsters and lighthouses,” NPR noted during Jared’s first run, “but more hardscrabble, with shuttered mills and one of the worst opioid problems in the nation.” In 2016 the once-blue district had seen one of the nation’s largest partisan swings in the country. “You never saw so many Trump signs in your life,” said Maine Senator Angus King.

No incumbent had lost the district in living memory, but Poliquin’s ACA repeal vote and growing backlash to Trump had created an opening. The Lewiston Sun Journal called the 2018 race in Maine’s Second District a “bellwether contest for the nation.”

Jared was not “a glib glad-hander,” one reporter wrote. He dismissed staff advice to grow his hair out to seem “friendlier” and resisted putting a Golden campaign bumper sticker on his car. Yet as he crisscrossed the district’s three-hundred-plus towns in his trademark flannel, his casual down-to-earth style and sense of service resonated with many Mainers. At one rainy parade, a Republican state senator walking alongside him joked he’d probably get pneumonia, but said it would be worth it to help spread the word about a Democrat he admired.

After dispatching several primary opponents, Jared entered a heated general election race against Poliquin and two independent candidates. Republicans mocked his many tattoos and tried to tie him to unpopular national Democrats. Jared responded with an ad criticizing the “pot shots” against him, then calmly hit a bull’s-eye with his rifle and called himself “a straight shooter.”

Maine had recently adopted a ranked-choice voting system. Rather than select just one candidate, voters ranked them in order of preference—an incentive to keep campaigns more positive and broaden their appeal. If no candidate crossed 50 percent in the first round, votes for the lower-performing candidates were redistributed to the remaining contenders based on voters’ rankings.

On November 6, 2018, the first-round totals arrived. Poliquin led Golden by two thousand votes, with independent candidates splitting the rest. When those other votes were reallocated, Jared pulled ahead by just over a point.

Poliquin sued, arguing that ranked-choice voting was unconstitutional. Federal courts disagreed. In late December, Poliquin conceded. Governor Paul LePage, a Republican, signed Jared’s election certificate and sent it to the House clerk—but not before scribbling “stolen election” above his signature, a churlish reminder of the tribal politics Jared detested.

Jared headed to Washington as the first member of Congress elected through ranked-choice voting.

“I VOTED MY HEART”

Jared Golden’s image didn’t immediately scream “United States Congressman.” For one thing, he didn’t scream. Shifting awkwardly in his boxy suits, the boyish, soft-spoken Mainer could readily be mistaken for the Hill staffer he once was. His vocabulary owed more to the forward operating base in Kunar Province than to the halls of Congress. And his many tattoos—the Celtic cross on his right forearm, the colorful Jesus he got between tours, the “devil dog” tribute to the Marines—were fairly common among veterans, but a rarity on Capitol Hill.

Though he was at ease shooting the shit with a group of lobstermen, Jared remained uncomfortable with many of the trappings of political life. During fundraisers, his staff often had to prod him to actually ask donors for money. At one ribbon-cutting ceremony, Jared declined to join the ceremonial photo. “He’s not a flashy, ‘see me, see me’ type of a person,” said one longtime associate.

From his first day in Congress, the freshman dubbed “an unusual Democrat” by one reporter made clear he would do things his way. Like Mikie Sherrill and other swing-district Democrats, he had campaigned on a promise not to support Nancy Pelosi for Speaker. When the vote came, he backed Cheri Bustos, a moderate four-term congresswoman from Illinois.

While many Democrats took cues from party leaders or advocacy groups, Jared approached issues as he was taught at Bates. “Dig into it,” he says. “If you read a book, follow the sources. Find out who paid for the book.”

His reading list was expansive and eclectic, from left-leaning thinkers like Edward Said and Jacques Derrida to skeptics of U.S. military intervention and populist conservative voices in outlets like UnHerd and Compact. And he always made time for Pats Pulpit, a New England Patriots blog.

“I’ve never met somebody who consumes so much information,” says his chief of staff, Margaret Reynolds.

Jared read widely, but lacked subscriptions to the major mainstream outlets. His team came to expect his six A.M. requests for PDFs of New York Times or Wall Street Journal stories flagged by Google Alerts.

He made a point of grounding his decisions in the views of people back home. When a major bill came up, he and his staff would call constituents and local leaders to understand how it would play out on the ground. While most members issued brief statements explaining their votes, Jared often posted lengthy Facebook or Substack essays laying out his full reasoning, even if readers disagreed.

He often sided with his liberal colleagues. He was a reliable vote for workers’ rights, reproductive rights, and LGBTQ+ rights. But his independent views and deep awareness of his district frequently placed him at odds with national Democrats, and he made it a habit to work across the aisle. Within a few years, he ranked as the fourth most bipartisan member of the House.

“I like to say I’m a Marine—no better friend, no worse enemy,” he said. “If the president does something that helps Maine, I’m with him. If he does something that hurts Maine, I’m going to stick up for our state.”

For pundits used to seeing everything through the lens of reelection, Jared’s political zigzags didn’t always compute. “They forget that we represent real physical places on the map that don’t line up perfectly to the paradigm of Democrats,” says former representative Conor Lamb, a fellow Marine from a Pennsylvania swing district.

Jared’s father puts it more simply: “He’s not a political animal.”

In Jared’s first year in Congress, allegations emerged that President Trump had withheld military aid to Ukraine to pressure its leaders into investigating his political rivals. As Mikie Sherrill and other national-security-minded Democrats pushed for what would become Trump’s first impeachment, Jared weighed the charges carefully.

Early in the proceedings, before all the evidence was gathered, many Democrats loudly urged impeachment. Advocacy groups pressured other Democrats to declare their positions. Jared’s silence grew conspicuous. “My staff—almost to a man and a woman—were like, ‘Jared, you’re one of the few people who hasn’t taken a public position,’” he recalls. “Why would I? We hadn’t even finished the hearings.”

One evening, his staff gathered in his office for what amounted to an intervention. “Here’s why you’re going to have to vote for this,” he remembers they told him.

Jared bristled. “Everyone get out of my office,” he said. “Don’t pressure me.” Afterward, he told his senior staff, “No one’s getting fired, but that’s never happening again.”

His team drilled down on the issue, reading widely about impeachment, studying past cases, and speaking to legal scholars across the political spectrum. Among others, Jared consulted former Republican Secretary of Defense Bill Cohen, who as a freshman congressman from Maine had served on the House Judiciary Committee during the 1974 impeachment inquiry into President Richard Nixon.

Jared concluded that the evidence clearly supported the first article of impeachment—abuse of power. “You listen to the tapes. It’s very obviously setting up a hit on Biden,” he says. “It’s just clear as day.”

But the second article—obstruction of Congress—gave him more pause. It focused on the White House’s blanket refusal to comply with subpoenas. While he found the stonewalling troubling, he did not believe it met the constitutional threshold for impeachment.

Others didn’t see it that way. “They were basically like, ‘You’re a fucking idiot. He’s a piece of shit,’” Jared recalls of numerous conversations with Democratic colleagues. “‘He’s not cooperating with us. We’re Congress. We should impeach him.’”

When it was time for the House to vote on December 18, 2019, Jared voted yes on abuse of power, and no on obstruction of Congress. No other member of Congress split their votes, and many constituents were furious. Before the vote the novelist Stephen King had posted to his millions of Twitter followers, “If my congressman, Jared Golden, votes for only one article of impeachment, I will work with all my might to see him defeated next year.”

Jared issued a four-page explanation citing the Constitutional Convention, The Federalist Papers, and legal scholar Charles Black’s Impeachment: A Handbook. At its core, though, his reasoning was simple: “I voted my heart.”

The 2020 election of President Biden and a Democratic Congress—and the havoc wreaked by the COVID-19 pandemic—ushered in a rush of legislation and executive action. Jared backed much of it, but he also became a check on many of the administration’s more ambitious proposals. In March 2021, just two months into Biden’s term, Jared voted against the $2 trillion American Rescue Plan. He had supported earlier COVID relief legislation, but he worried about the size and scope of this package. He was the sole congressional Democrat to vote no.

Jared’s independence endured through much of Biden’s term. He was one of only two House Democrats to oppose the administration’s George Floyd Justice in Policing Act, citing concerns about changes to the doctrine of qualified immunity, which protected police officers from personal liability unless they violated clearly established law. He also broke with Biden over student loan forgiveness, arguing it was unfair to working-class Americans who had not attended college. He supported the landmark bipartisan infrastructure bill but balked at the Democrats’ $3.5 trillion Build Back Better package, a sweeping expansion of the social safety net that he believed did not prioritize working-class families and relied on “shortcuts and gimmicks to avoid hard choices.”

Pressure mounted on him behind the scenes. The White House and congressional allies, according to Jared, warned him that his opposition to Build Back Better could jeopardize federal funding for naval destroyers built in Bath, Maine.

“First of all, that’s for the good of the country, not for my district,” he recalls telling the White House aides. “Congress won’t go along with that. And what you just said to me is a quid pro quo, and it’s illegal.”

The destroyer funding remained in place.

“I will never let anyone bring me to my knees like that,” he says. “If you’re going to get my vote, you’re going to earn it. And my requests are going to be things that are substantively good for either my constituents or the country.”

When the substantially revised Build Back Better legislation emerged in scaled-back fashion in mid-2022 as the Inflation Reduction Act, it was, in Jared’s eyes, “far more fiscally realistic and more targeted.” Calling it “a dramatic turnaround” from earlier versions of the legislation, he wrote a lengthy online post explaining to constituents why he believed it struck a more sustainable balance between ambition and accountability. When the bill came to the House floor, he supported it.

“A lot of the criticism of me on Build Back Better was, ‘Oh, he’s just political. He’s just trying to save his reelection,’” Jared says. “But then I turned around in August of an election year and voted for the Inflation Reduction Act.”

Yet none of the legislative battles—or barbs from progressive Democrats—compared to the tragedy Jared would soon confront back home, or the decision that followed.

NIGHTMARE IN LEWISTON

On an October night in 2023, a gunman with severe mental illness moved through the streets of Lewiston carrying a Ruger Small-Frame Autoloading Rifle. As an Army reservist, he knew how to use it.

The gunman targeted a bowling alley and a bar, killing eighteen people, including a fourteen-year-old boy and his father. Police issued a shelter-in-place order. A massive two-day manhunt ensued until the shooter was found dead from a self-inflicted gunshot wound.

Jared was in Washington when the news broke. He remembered going to childhood birthday parties at that bowling alley, which was half a mile from his home. He recognized and knew some of the victims. For several agonizing hours he had been unable to reach Izzy, who was putting their daughter to bed.

He skipped votes and returned home immediately, his heart aching and mind churning. His community had been attacked, and assumptions he’d long held were beginning to give way. As he later wrote on Substack, “I am not unfamiliar with violent death, nor am I unfamiliar with violence against innocent people. But I left much of my feelings about that behind in another part of the world and I buried those memories pretty deep. This tragic shooting has unburied those memories and carried a harsh reality . . . into the community that I call home and laid bare many reassuring lies that I have told myself for quite some time now.”

Maine’s gun culture ran deep. Many Mainers owned guns for hunting or target practice. Gun homicide rates were low. “It’s different here,” Jared had often told himself. “People are responsible here.”

That belief had shaped his record. In 2019 and 2021, he voted against the Bipartisan Background Checks Act—one of only a handful of Democrats to do so—citing concerns about its restrictive effects on private transfers among law-abiding gun owners. In 2022, after the Uvalde school shooting, he was one of five House Democrats to oppose an assault weapons ban. Those votes earned him a B from the NRA and an A+ from the Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine, which praised his guts.

He had long believed he could explain why assault weapons should remain legal. “Shootings will still happen if you take these away,” he reasoned. “People will use other firearms. This is not a small, self-contained island . . . This is a massive geography with a culture ingrained since pre-Revolution.” To him, a ban would violate Mainers’ rights without preventing much violence.

The security footage shook that conviction. “You take one look at the guy,” Jared says, “crouched position, square in the shoulder. This is bad. He knows what he’s doing.”

Even so, it wasn’t inevitable that the shooting would change his mind; views among victims’ families varied widely. “There were people who said, ‘I didn’t support a ban and now I do,’” Jared recalls. “Others said, ‘I supported it and now I don’t because people like me need one to protect ourselves.’ Others said, ‘I think it’s right, but my son who was killed would hate you for this.’”

During his drive from Boston’s Logan Airport to Lewiston, Jared made his decision. He didn’t consult his staff. He didn’t talk to Izzy. On the way to a press conference, he sent his remarks to his chief of staff, Margaret Reynolds, and told her, “Have these ready for me in five minutes.” That was the moment she learned that he was reversing his long-held position on an assault weapons ban. “I read them and cried,” Reynolds says.

Jared stepped up to a podium after Senator Collins and said, “Sometimes things happen that bring your worst nightmares to life . . . Because of a false confidence that our community was above this . . . I have opposed efforts to ban deadly weapons of war like the assault rifle used to carry out this crime. The time has now come for me to take responsibility for this failure, which is why I now call on the United States Congress to ban assault rifles like the one used by the sick perpetrator of this mass killing in my hometown of Lewiston, Maine.” He concluded with a plea: “To the families who lost loved ones, and to those who have been harmed, I ask for forgiveness and support as I seek to put an end to these terrible shootings.”

In two raw, revealing minutes, Jared reversed a position he had held his entire political life. He did so not because a House vote was approaching or because party leaders had pressured him. Nor was he trying to “virtue signal,” to publicly demonstrate his good character. After all, he owned an assault rifle himself and did not plan to give it up unless the law required it.

Instead, as Jared tells it, he changed his mind because new evidence and circumstances convinced him he had been wrong. And unlike many politicians, he was willing to say so publicly.

“There’s a damn good chance this might be the end of my political career,” he told a staffer that day. “But I don’t know how else I could go home and be square with it.”

He also hoped his policy shift might spur state-level action. A federal assault weapons ban was almost unthinkable with Republicans controlling the U.S. House, but Maine had a Democratic governor and Democratic majorities in both chambers. For years, party leaders had said they couldn’t take up gun safety legislation because of how it might affect the futures of rural legislators.

If he remained silent, Jared suspected those leaders might use his silence to justify their continued refusal to act, providing political cover to people who wanted to hide from the issue. If he spoke, that would put pressure on other Democrats to act.

Jared was disappointed to see Maine lawmakers continue to, in his words, “run for the hills” on restricting assault weapons. He recalls some of them even asking him to walk back his position, worried that it would force them to take difficult votes. Governor Janet Mills eventually proposed a package of gun safety measures—including expanded background checks and a seventy-two-hour waiting period before purchasing a gun—but an assault weapons ban was conspicuously absent. Jared criticized the governor’s plan, which she signed into law in April 2024.

His own political fallout was immediate. Republicans were gleeful. The NRA dropped his grade to an F and endorsed his Republican opponent in the upcoming 2024 election. In the Boston Globe, one orange-clad hunter dismissed him as “a stupid politician, grasping at straws.” Even some former supporters vowed never to vote for him again. “Golden’s change of heart on assault weapons—in response to a mass shooting just a half-mile from his home—has become a central issue in the campaign,” wrote a reporter for the Maine Public, a local outlet.

Still, Jared rallied support. Craig Poulin, former chief of the Maine State Police and past president of the Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine, defended him. “Voters crave leaders who tell the truth, who speak clearly about their judgment on the issues of the day, even at their own political peril,” Poulin wrote in the Bangor Daily News. “Regardless of whether one agrees with Jared or not, what he demonstrated was courage, honesty, and integrity.”

The Maine writer and civic leader Frank O’Hara called Jared’s remarks “the most courageous political speech by a Maine figure since Margaret Chase Smith’s Declaration of Conscience against Joe McCarthy 73 years ago.” In 1950, Smith—then the first woman to serve in both chambers of Congress—was the first Republican senator to publicly rebuke McCarthy’s sweeping anti-communist campaign, risking her career.

“It took physical courage in the early 2000s for a U.S. Marine to patrol the streets of Iraq and Afghanistan,” O’Hara wrote. “It takes moral courage in 2023 for an elected official to admit to being wrong and to ask for forgiveness.”

Jared had won his previous races by 6 points. In 2024, after Lewiston, with Trump winning Maine’s Second District by 10 points, Jared eked out a victory by six-tenths of a point.

“I NOW DREAD THE PROSPECT OF WINNING”

Often a pivotal swing vote who could be the difference between a bill passing or dying, Jared was uniquely positioned to deliver results under presidents of both parties. His support for Biden’s infrastructure bill was critical to its passage, and it helped bring $1.3 billion to upgrade Maine’s roads, bridges, and broadband. He co-chaired the bipartisan For Country Caucus of veterans and led consequential national security and humanitarian efforts, including providing military aid for Ukraine, extending special immigrant visas to Afghan allies, and authorizing a Global War on Terrorism Memorial on the National Mall.

But as the second Trump administration wore on, the lonely stands began to take a toll on Jared. Some of his votes had cost him and Izzy friends. Though pundits speculated that he’d run for governor, Democratic party insiders made it clear they didn’t want him in the race. “They punished him,” Joe Golden says. “He’s paid a price for that independence.”

Jared was starting to feel burned out—less tolerant of critics, less energized by the grind. “I’m at ninety percent,” he realized, “and this isn’t a job that deserves anything less than a hundred percent.”

The threats were mounting, too, sometimes forcing Jared and his family to stay in hotels for their safety. A man who threatened him by phone later appeared among the rioters on January 6. One night, a car idled outside their home in the early morning hours, prompting Jared to chase it through Lewiston—something police advised him not to repeat. “He’s thinking in different terms now,” his mother observes. “There’s threats to his family.”

After leaving the Marines, Jared hadn’t owned guns, finding them too costly and unnecessary. But after Izzy became pregnant, and as he emerged as one of Congress’s more controversial figures, he assembled what his father describes as “enough firepower in that house to take on an army.”

The morning after conservative activist and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk was assassinated, Jared woke up wondering, Is this worth it? He began running through the recent political violence: Nancy Pelosi’s husband attacked at their home with a hammer, two attempts on Trump’s life, a Minnesota state legislator and her husband murdered in their home, and now thirty-one-year-old Kirk.

“I think there’s plenty of evidence that I’ve been willing to die for my country,” Jared says. “But what am I risking my life for here? Congress is not working well at all. It’s getting worse.”

At the same time, he knew the stakes. Presidents often lost seats in midterm elections, meaning Democrats had a real shot at retaking the House in 2026. Jared represented the most pro-Trump district of any Democrat. Although he already faced a primary challenger, it was unlikely another Democrat could match his performance. And he viewed Paul LePage with contempt. The former governor, who had accused him of stealing the election through ranked-choice voting, was now running as a Republican for Jared’s seat.

Jared didn’t want to make a decision “driven by the emotions of a moment.” He turned the question over in his mind.

Beginning in October 2025, the federal government shut down for forty-three days—the longest in U.S. history—after the two parties deadlocked over funding it. Jared was the lone House Democrat to support the Republican bill to keep it open. Rather than keeping members in Washington to negotiate, Speaker Mike Johnson kept the House out of session for nearly two months. Ironically, the gridlock gave Jared exactly what Congress rarely did: long stretches at home with his family, a reminder of what he had been sacrificing.

In mid-October, lying beside his four-year-old daughter as she fell asleep, Jared decided he wouldn’t run again.

I’ve made up my mind, he thought. This feels right.

He talked to Izzy. She never wanted family life to be his excuse for stepping away from public service, but she admitted that it would be nice to find a more predictable rhythm. Jared flew to Washington to tell Margaret Reynolds, his longtime chief of staff. She was sad, but also tired. She understood. He next informed his campaign manager and senior staff. He didn’t tell anyone else.

On November 4, 2025, Democrats rolled to major electoral wins nationwide, with Jared’s fellow national security Democrats capturing governorships in New Jersey and Virginia. The next day, as Democrats celebrated and talked confidently about their midterm prospects, Jared told the rest of his staff he was retiring. He sent Hakeem Jeffries, the Democratic leader, a heads-up text. Fifteen minutes later, the Bangor Daily News published an op-ed he had written to explain his decision.

“I don’t fear losing,” Jared wrote. “What has become apparent to me is that I now dread the prospect of winning. Simply put, what I could accomplish in this increasingly unproductive Congress pales in comparison to what I could do in that time as a husband, a father, and a son.”

Reactions in Washington fell along predictable lines. Republicans were thrilled, confident they could flip Jared’s seat, which one well-regarded election forecaster immediately shifted from “Tilt Democratic” to “Likely Republican.” Some progressives, still irritated by his breaks with certain Democratic Party positions, cheered his departure. Bipartisan colleagues and Democrats who understood how much harder retaking the House would be without him lamented his exit and the partisanship that had worn him down.

When asked what might make Congress more functional, Jared pointed to structural reforms. More than four in ten Americans identify as politically independent, including more than twenty-three million voters in the twenty-two states that bar independents from voting in party primaries. He favored opening those primaries to independent voters and introduced the Let America Vote Act with House Republican Brian Fitzpatrick to advance the idea. He knew, however, that it was unlikely to gain traction; leaders in each party feared it might advantage the other.

He also advocated for term limits, believing the House had drifted far from its original model of temporary public service. More frequent turnover, he felt, would create room for independence—and for courage. “Right now,” Jared says, “there are just not enough examples of political courage. It’s depressing.”

In his view, too many lawmakers were consumed with longevity, holding their seats for decades, pursuing committee chairmanships, climbing the ladder of party leadership. Because he hadn’t come to Congress with those ambitions, Jared felt freer to vote his conscience, though it had meant taking substantial heat that left him tired after eight years.

He had come to see how a shortage of courage intersected with what he saw as a growing culture of contempt in American life—and in Congress.

“The other day I asked a chairman to stop referring to this as a war,” he recalls of a conversation about energy policy. “Someone else compared something to a fatwa. I was like, ‘you sound militant, but we’re talking about energy policy. Listen to your damn selves.’ Too many people in Congress think that the reason we’re there is to fight each other.”

Jared’s departure would no doubt hurt Congress and the political process by further shrinking the dwindling ranks of congressional dealmakers. “Someone else in my community could do this job and do it as well or better than me,” Jared believes.

But who, watching a lawmaker like Jared step away, would be eager to put themselves through the same thing?

It took courage to enter the electoral arena. What it took to remain there depended on many factors. For a young leader like Jared, walking away meant surrendering real influence as one of the most consequential swing votes in the House Democratic caucus. He was leaving not out of scandal or defeat, but because he no longer believed he could give the job everything it required.

In the months remaining in his term, Jared planned to add some more tattoos. After leaving Congress, he needed to tend to the golf course and his aging parents, and to spend more time with Izzy and their girls. Beyond that, he was unsure what would come next. “There’s a world with a better Congress or better politics,” he says, “where maybe it’ll be like, ‘Yeah, okay, this is what I do, and it’s important, and I’m going to keep contributing to it.’” At the moment, that prospect seemed far away.

Jared’s reflections on future public service echoed something he had said one night in the summer of 2025, as he wrestled with whether to remain in Congress. With the Capitol Dome behind him, he took a swig of beer. He pulled out his phone and found the Jesse Jackson Rainbow Coalition speech he used to listen to on that CD of 100 Great American Speeches while driving to high school through the evergreens of rural Maine. “I love these lines,” he said, and read them aloud:


If, in my low moments, in word, deed or attitude, through some error of temper, taste or tone, I have caused anyone discomfort, created pain or revived someone’s fears, that was not my truest self. If there were occasions when my grape turned into a raisin and my joy bell lost its resonance, please forgive me. Charge it to my head and not to my heart. My head—so limited in its finitude; my heart, which is boundless in its love for the human family. I am not a perfect servant. I am a public servant doing my best against the odds. As I develop and serve, be patient. God is not finished with me yet.






EPILOGUE

My father said the film Platoon was the most realistic depiction of war he had ever watched. As a teenager, I admired the raw bravery of Sergeant Barnes more than the physical and moral courage of his foil, Sergeant Elias. Both are America—reflections of our capacity for good and for evil.

Like my father, Barnes carried a scar across his cheek. It would take my own war, years of study, and the writing of this book for me to understand courage more fully, and to see it as a source of salvation for us as individuals and as a republic.

After Elias dies, a squad of soldiers gathers in a bunker. They suspect, correctly, that Barnes shot Elias and left him for dead behind enemy lines. The film’s narrator, Private Taylor, wants revenge. A more seasoned soldier rebukes him, reminding Taylor how much he once admired Barnes.

“I was wrong,” Taylor replies.

“Wrong? You ain’t never been right,” the soldier fires back, jabbing a finger into his face. “Now dig this, you assholes, and dig it good. Barnes been shot seven times and he ain’t dead. Does that mean anything to you? Barnes ain’t meant to die. The only thing that can kill Barnes is Barnes.”

The only thing that can kill America is America.

History offers no shortage of reminders that even strong civilizations can collapse from within. In America today, polarization divides citizens into opposing ideological camps and weakens a system built on compromise. On many issues, the distance between citizens is narrower than our rhetoric suggests. But incentives to exaggerate those differences have grown stronger.

Polarization is a cycle that feeds on itself. Government falters, trust diminishes, and anger hardens. Electoral incentives pull many members of Congress toward the ideological edges, where primary voters often reward confrontation and punish compromise. Issues that require bipartisan solutions—housing, health care, Social Security, the national debt—remain unresolved, or are addressed in strictly partisan terms, rarely built to last. Trust erodes further, reinforcing a negative feedback loop.

The leaders whom I profiled in this book constantly navigate this division. They often differ on policy. But they share a love of country and a willingness to work across party lines to meet the moment, even when doing so carries political and personal risk, as Mark Kelly learned painfully when his wife, Gabby Giffords, was shot in the head at her “Congress on Your Corner” event.

The ten in this book include, at the time of my writing, 8 of the 535 members of Congress and 2 of the nation’s 50 governors. Others in Washington, in the states, and in local government across America also strive for servant leadership. Some are veterans or served in other ways before elected office. I chose these ten because, at pivotal moments, they demonstrated courage worth cultivating in public office, and worth emulating in our lives.

On their own, these ten cannot turn the tide against the most corrosive trends in our politics. But each of them, in different ways and despite their imperfections, demonstrates how courage can shape outcomes for the better, and they remind us that we can still work with and respect one another.

My mentor David Gergen—the former presidential adviser who became a teacher to generations of public service–minded Americans, including several of the veterans in this book—passed away as I was writing. In the spring of 2025, as his Lewy body dementia advanced, I visited him and his wife, Anne, and mentioned the passage in this book about studying JFK’s Profiles in Courage as his student. I read his favorite lines from Civil War veteran and Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, words that inspired the title of his final book, Hearts Touched with Fire: How Great Leaders Are Made. I told him what he had meant to me.

David drifted in and out of consciousness. I wasn’t sure he could follow me, but I kept talking in case he could. When I mentioned the name of his mentee, Seth Moulton, he smiled and fixed his eyes on a nearby photograph of us with Anne, taken on a happy evening many years earlier.

He then lifted his finger and asked faintly, “How many?”

I took it to mean that he wanted to know how many With Honor veterans were serving in Congress. When I told him the number had grown to nearly fifty, he gently sighed, said, “Good,” and rested for a moment. It was our last conversation.

I kept returning to his question. It was not simply a question about goals or results, I thought. It was about whether character could still prevail at the ballot box, and whether talented young Americans—with so many options before them—would still choose the fraught path of elected public service.

Of the many lessons David taught me, one was especially useful for writing. He believed in lists as a way to distill meaning, and often used the rule of three, a tactic in speechmaking to organize ideas and make them easier to remember. I’ll honor his clarity by offering three takeaways from this book, insights I think he would have shared, and that suggest what part of our path forward could be.

THREE ROOTS OF COURAGE

I began this book curious about courage: what it is, how it emerges, and, most importantly, how those in public life can exemplify it. Those questions led me to seek to understand the upbringing and childhood influences of the ten Americans profiled here. Jared Golden shared with me that his parents, in rural Maine, had left their fingerprints all over him. In Levittown, Pennsylvania, I sat with Brian Fitzpatrick’s parents and sisters behind a white picket fence in the home where he was raised. Others in this book grew up amid instability and heartbreaking loss. Yet, as we have seen, each had a parent or mentor who modeled character and, at pivotal moments, steered them in the right direction.

Across these ten lives, three values recurred so consistently from childhood through public service that I came to see them as a bedrock of courage: integrity, humility, and commitment.

A common military description of integrity is doing the right thing when no one is watching. Integrity is an internal measure of honesty that often reveals itself under intense personal pressure. Don Bacon learned another dimension of it as a young Air Force officer, when he challenged misconduct that senior leaders chose to ignore. Seth Moulton’s integrity was tested after a firefight in Iraq, when he was relieved of combat command under what he considered to be false pretenses.

Humility fosters a willingness to learn, admit mistakes, and place the common good above the self. Todd Young described it as one of the “dull virtues”—not flashy or performative, but essential. In the military, humility is embedded in daily life, from shared training standards irrespective of seniority to the custom of officers eating last. It endures in death, in the uniform rows of military cemeteries, where rank confers no special privilege in one’s final resting place.

The Marine Corps defines commitment as the “spirit of determination” that enables one to overcome adversity. Commitment is the entryway to military service. It begins with an oath that carries the possibility of ultimate sacrifice. On the night she was elected New Jersey’s fifty-seventh governor—the first woman veteran elected governor of any state in American history—Mikie Sherrill spoke about taking her first oath as a midshipman at the Naval Academy as a defining moment in her life. John James recalled Affirmation Day at West Point, when he committed to active duty after 9/11, as a seminal moment that felt like stepping off a high dive.

Commitment has been a theme of the lives of these ten leaders beyond their military or federal law enforcement service. Each ran at some point as an underdog. Each endured lonely stretches of work and the grind of endless fundraising. Each gave up important family moments to meet the demands of elected office. These jobs require sustained commitment to duty, day after day, and place especially heavy burdens on those with young families.

Integrity. Humility. Commitment.

These values often sit in tension with modern life, especially online, where lies are common, arrogance is rewarded, and indifference is easy. In elected office, these values reinforce one another and are constantly tested.

For the ten, their values took root in childhood and were further developed through service in the military or federal law enforcement. These three values did not guarantee their courage. They prepared the ground for it.

IT TAKES MORE COURAGE NOW TO WORK ACROSS PARTY LINES

In his farewell address, George Washington warned that political factions posed the gravest danger to the American experiment. After eight years as president, he voluntarily relinquished power and urged citizens to “discourage the spirit of party,” cautioning that factions could become the “potent engines by which cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people.”

More than two centuries later, the wisdom of that concern is evident not only in our politics but also in how Americans view one another. In a 2022 national Pew research survey, more than 60 percent of Democrats and Republicans viewed members of the other party as “immoral,” “dishonest,” and “closed-minded.” Where partisan differences were once seen as negotiable, they are now often treated as failings of character.

Polarization strains families and friendships. In Congress, it produces gridlock: government shutdowns, stalled nominations, and a persistent failure to address long-term challenges.

At least half a dozen forces of division have made bipartisan cooperation inside Congress increasingly difficult. Voters now reside in more ideologically uniform districts. In a dynamic known as partisan sorting, rural districts that were once home to conservative Democrats have become Republican strongholds, while urban districts that were formerly home to liberal Republicans have grown reliably Democratic.

Gerrymandering has further entrenched our divisions in damaging ways. By drawing district lines to minimize competition, state legislatures have reduced the number of seats in which voters might reward persuasion and cooperation by electing candidates less beholden to their party. In 1999 the Cook Political Report identified 107 House districts in which either party held an advantage of three points or less. By 2026, following a rare and explicitly political reworking of district lines outside the normal ten-year cycle, that number had fallen by roughly half.

As general election competition has narrowed in most House seats, the national stakes of remaining competitive districts have risen. Since the 1990s, often slender margins of partisan control in both chambers have led party leaders to focus relentlessly on maintaining their voting blocs, rewarding loyalty and punishing defection in ways that discourage bipartisan cooperation.

Primary elections pose an additional constraint on governance. Turnout is lower, electorates are more ideological, and compromise is often punished rather than rewarded. Members of Congress face incentives to avoid bipartisan cooperation, even when it would advance durable and beneficial policies. In public debate, performance is often judged first by the most motivated partisans, rather than the broader electorate, many of whom lack the time or interest to follow political proceedings closely.

The soaring cost of campaigns has also raised the price of party dissent. After the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision allowed corporations and unions to spend unlimited funds on independent political expenditures, outside spending surged. The escalating expense of congressional races has increased members’ dependence on party leaders and aligned donors, particularly in competitive districts.

The pressure from these forces is amplified by the twenty-four-hour information environment of cable television and social media. This modern media landscape often rewards showmanship, outrage, and partisan signaling over collaboration and governance. Dan Crenshaw’s public clash with Tucker Carlson, and his effort to use his large social media following to advance governance while speaking candidly to his audience, is a case study in that tension and in how difficult it is to govern in an attention-driven age.

As these forces of division in Congress have intensified, a traditional counterweight has weakened. The share of veterans in the House and Senate has fallen sharply since the 1970s, reducing the number of members who arrive with shared experiences of service that transcend party lines.

Mavericks like Don Bacon, Jared Golden, and Brian Fitzpatrick are sometimes dismissed on the grounds that their districts are more tolerant—or even demanding—of party defiance. That view is incomplete. While their districts may reward independence in general elections, their actions have carried real costs at critical moments, when party leaders, donors, or activists insisted on loyalty. Courage does not require self-destruction. It requires choosing principle when safer alternatives are available and standing one’s ground in the face of criticism—or worse.

There are no easy solutions to these divisive forces. Some members, including Jared and Brian, have advocated opening partisan primaries to unaffiliated voters, reflecting a growing recognition that electoral rules shape who participates in elections and, in turn, which candidates are elected. Reforming those rules may help reduce ideological extremes and create more space for collaboration and better legislation.

In today’s environment, choosing to work across party lines carries real trade-offs: fewer viral moments, slower fundraising, and less name recognition. But those who do so are more likely to help enact policies that endure, and to leave elected office with their integrity intact.

Two of the members featured in this book, Jared and Don, ultimately chose to retire rather than seek reelection. Dan Crenshaw lost his primary. Together, their experiences offer a warning. No single reform will undo the divisions plaguing American politics. But citizens do not lack influence. By supporting leaders willing to work across party lines—and backing reforms that reward cooperation—we can help constrain the very “spirit of party” that Washington warned against.

SERVICE WILL SAVE US

In December 2022, David Gergen and I traveled to Baltimore to meet with Wes Moore as he prepared to be sworn in as Maryland’s sixty-third governor. David had encouraged Wes for years, and Wes was the first gubernatorial candidate that With Honor supported. On the campaign trail, Wes coined the refrain: “Service will save us.”

He meant it literally. Service forges character and shared purpose—across race, class, and ideology—at a moment when stable paths into adulthood are increasingly scarce.

One of the first bills Wes introduced as governor created a service-year option for Maryland high school graduates. About a year later, he joined with Utah’s Republican governor, Spencer Cox, in urging other states to do the same. Cox credits a year serving as a missionary in Mexico with shaping his life. Both governors believe that polarization is fueled in part by isolation and loneliness in America. Service, they argue, can draw citizens back to a shared sense of purpose and community.

This idea is not new. Senator John Warner, a World War II veteran and a mentor of David’s, called it the Foxhole Doctrine. When Americans serve together, they look after one another. They fight for a common cause larger than any individual. Differences of background and belief recede. Shared service builds civic bonds in peace as well as in war.

This belief guides the ten in this book. Many joined bipartisan coalitions in Congress to make voluntary national service a priority. During the pandemic, the coalitions helped expand AmeriCorps and Senior Corps and supported the growth of Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps leadership and civic education programs in thousands of public high schools across the country.

The advocacy group Voices for National Service commissioned a 2020 study estimating that every dollar invested in AmeriCorps—about $1 billion annually—returns $3.50 in tax revenue and public savings and generates an additional $13.50 in social value through job training, housing upgrades, and improvements to public lands. Together, these programs engage hundreds of thousands of Americans each year, demonstrating what is possible for a nation of more than 340 million citizens.

There is a striking gap between what service offers and how few Americans are asked to engage in it. About 2 percent of young Americans aged eighteen to twenty-five serve in the military, AmeriCorps, or the Peace Corps. Many more pursue service-oriented careers in medicine, teaching, law enforcement, or nonprofit work, but there remains enormous room to expand opportunities for Americans to serve.

The ten Americans in this book show what service can do when it becomes a habit early in life. Service widens one’s circle of concern, exposes people to perspectives beyond their own, and provides purpose while developing leadership skills. In nearly any form, service reinforces integrity, humility, and commitment—and in doing so, expands the capacity for courage.

I can’t say with certainty what David would have chosen as this book’s three takeaways. But I can hear his voice in each of them, in the book’s title, and in its central claim: Courage can save us—individually and collectively—if we choose it.

Through creating this book, I came to see how courage is formed not in isolation, but through the influence of others. In many cases, the most important figure was a parent and, for the most fortunate, two loving parents, along with mentors who reinforced character development. I am grateful to count myself among the most fortunate in this regard.

It was my father’s final act that made me fully appreciate that courage can save us as individuals, particularly in an age when mental health struggles are widely experienced and often endured in silence. For that reason, I will close with it, though it is not an easy story to tell, and one I did not intend to share when I began this book.

DEO GRATIAS

Dad was a warrior and a scholar. I wish I could talk with him about this book—tell him about the lives of these Americans, debate their choices, go Socratic on courage and who has more or less of it. He loved the pursuit of truth and the creation of knowledge, though he distrusted biography for its biases.

When I was growing up, he read every paper I wrote and covered it in pen marks, whether I wanted him to or not. That created friction in high school, when he even marked up my yearbook. “Horseshit,” he scrawled next to some captions about how great our sports teams were.

By college, I had come to often look forward to it: his questions, his notes, the conversations that followed. He called it batting around ideas. He was often contrarian, but when met with facts and reason, he could reverse himself with the same fervor with which he’d defended his original view. He majored in philosophy, then earned a doctorate in sociology. His favorite class was a seminar in his junior year called Philosophy of Criticism. He took it to heart. I’ve never met a more critical person. He delivered criticism as a form of engagement, almost affection, though most people didn’t receive it that way.

Dad told me the critic who most shaped his worldview was the nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. I wish I had asked him what he made of Nietzsche’s idea of the courage to be hated—the endurance of isolation in defense of independent thought. I think he would have agreed with much of it, and argued with the rest. He had the courage to be hated, though he preferred to be liked. He sought conversation with those who disagreed with him, provided they could tolerate the debate.

But Dad found his own writing a struggle. He plowed into the creative process for hours each day at his desk at home, a bird feeder on his window and quail in the yard. He raised quail simply for their company. The sweet call of the bobwhite—bob-bob-white—will always bring me back home, to what he called Quailfield, as if it were an estate, not a modest red house with a barn and a 1798 foundation that smelled perpetually of mothballs. Writing meant so much to him that we buried him with the six books he wrote, including his dissertation on the evolution of energy use in civilization. It took two of my kids to lift it into his coffin.

I wish things had been different between us when he took his life.

We were distant at the time. I would come to learn that he had been thinking about suicide for a long time, but, like many in similar situations, I had missed the warning signs.

As an adult, I grew wary of his moods and the effect he could have on my young family. I felt myself pulling away from this man I loved to become the man I wanted to be. He noticed my distance, and it bothered him. It bothered me as well. I wanted a better relationship with him, something closer to friendship.

Though our childhoods are often an immersion into the beliefs of our parents, I know that what my father wanted most for me was to become an independent thinker. He had deep reservations about me serving in the Marine Corps, fears rooted in his own combat experience in a war he came to view as unjust. But when I chose that path, he supported my application for a Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps scholarship to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

My parents drove me to the office of then-Representative Jack Reed, a West Point graduate who had served in the Army, to receive the scholarship. When we arrived, the future senator greeted us alongside five Marines in dress blues. We took a family photo with Reed, the Marines, and a giant poster-board check for my tuition. It was one of the few photographs my father kept in his briefcase for the rest of his life.

On the drive home in our old minivan—Woody, named for its faux wood paneling—my mother seemed quietly pleased that I had found a path of service into adulthood. She was skeptical of what she considered militarism and questioned the vast sums the United States spent on defense. But it was peacetime, and she appreciated that much of the military’s work then involved peacekeeping and humanitarian missions. Most of all, she could see that I had found a sense of purpose.

After I left, Mom and Dad stayed close to Quailfield. Neither of them liked spending money, and both were happy surrounded by forest and the familiarity of the home they had made for nearly half a century. They kept busy. Dad offered garden plots on their three-acre land to local Hmong from Vietnam, Yazidi from Iraq, and other refugees. He told them to make themselves at home on the land, and they did—playing with his golden retriever, rabbits, and quail; tending their gardens; giving their children a break in the country. These families were so grateful and so kind to my father.

Soon a decade had passed since I’d left home at eighteen, then two. It felt as though my life was expanding while my father’s contracted. His body bore the cost of all the hard ways he’d pushed it. Once a physical specimen, he chopped wood in winter, cut tall grass with a scythe in summer, and never said no to throwing a ball. He loved to play catch—throwing “zingers”—and one-on-one basketball, always aggressive, never calling a foul.

I still see him clearly: black mustache, baseball hat, pacing the sidelines of my games, cheering, sometimes goading referees. He knew all my friends’ names and praised them generously when they deserved it. They appreciated him, though many found him intimidating.

We got in an argument once when I asked him to donate money to a friend I’d played ball with as a kid, who was running for some local office.

“Why on earth would I give twenty dollars to a politician, instead of someone who needs it?” he shot back after I pressed him on it.

It was a fair question. But it was only twenty bucks.

We shared concerns about the way the political world was fracturing into two tribes, neither of which would speak to the other, and both of which seemed increasingly at odds with his values. When I cofounded With Honor, he liked the aspect of helping younger veterans. But he loathed political parties. He thought it was “preposterous”—a word that he loved to use—that we only had two of them. We branded the organization as “cross-partisan” rather than bipartisan as a signal that we’d support independents as well as Democrats and Republicans. Dad researched some countries with multiparty systems, and he recommended books and excerpts to me.

Then we had an argument. It was one of many we’d had over the years, but this one unfortunately stuck. Our relationship entered another frosty period, and we grew apart. During this time, Dad started writing a new book. It was a book about happiness. I think he was fascinated by the topic in part because he found it so elusive. By his seventies, he was managing a growing list of physical ailments and illnesses, including a diagnosis of lymphoma, which doctors told him would eventually take his life. When he shared with me that he had cancer and might only live a few more years, I didn’t have the mental space to digest it. Meanwhile, his declining health restricted his ability to be physically active, which deepened a depression he’d likely battled for years.

Like many people in this country who silently suffer from depression, anxiety, or other mental illnesses, my father kept it to himself, for the most part. Our relationship started to mirror those of so many families I’ve spoken to who are divided now by crankiness, surliness, and the hard certainty that many men have about their opinions. Thanksgiving has become harder in America. It did for us. I often waited weeks to open his letters—and then usually did so only after a stiff drink.

I feel so conflicted about this. Over the years, I’ve known many kids trapped in terrible situations in slums and war zones with broken families, so far from the safety and blessing of two loving parents. My parents were amazing. They poured their lives into my upbringing and enabled me to chase my dreams, contribute to society, and build my own family. How could my feelings toward my father have become so bitter?

As his body declined, Dad’s need for control increased. He feared dying in a hospital, with nurses and doctors ordering him about. After he died, I found yellow legal pads filled with meticulous, hour-by-hour notations of his condition. They revealed how the deterioration of his body had deepened the strain on his mind.

Feel like I couldn’t move between the hours of 1 AM and 3:30 AM, he wrote. Shortness of breath from 2 AM to 2:30 AM. Gets worse at 2:30, like I can’t breathe.

Pages after pages like this.

The last time I saw my dad was at Quailfield. My wife, kids, and I walked with my mother through the woods to some sand dunes, where my father started a fire so the kids could roast marshmallows. The wood was wet, so he used gasoline to start the fire, which made the marshmallows taste terrible. As we were loading the car to head home, he walked over. “I want you to know that having you here means so much to me,” he said. “Have a safe trip home.”

Dad disliked receiving gifts. For birthdays and holidays, he asked me to send a letter instead of “more stuff.” He loved handwritten letters and kept the ones he received, along with carbon copies of the ones he wrote.

When I returned home, I began a long one. I apologized. I thanked him for being an extraordinary father. I recalled some of the best of times together. I wrote it over weeks, distilling memories, weighing each word, writing and rewriting until it felt true. I believed it could mark a new beginning between us, a reset. I set it on the shelf in my home office, planning to mail it two months later, in time for his seventy-ninth birthday.

I wish I hadn’t waited.

The following Sunday, after church, Dad drove Mom in their Woody to a favorite spot of theirs overlooking Narragansett Bay. He parked and started explaining how he had prepared the house so she could look after it. He said many things. It wasn’t clear where the conversation was going, but it was clear he had thought a lot about it.

They talked it out, like they always did. She thought it was just another moment with Dad being in a mood, and that things were okay as they drove back through the evergreens to Quailfield.

Days later, as Mom fell asleep for her afternoon nap, Dad kissed her on the forehead, then drove to a cemetery up the road where they liked to take walks. He taught me to ride a bicycle there, across the green fields. It was a brisk October day, cloudless, their favorite kind. He took his briefcase, which held the photo from my Marine commissioning, letters between him and Mom, a note of praise from his dissertation adviser, and a letter from a college professor about my honors thesis—items he always kept with him.

He drove to a spot in the cemetery where Mom was unlikely to find him, though the evening staff might pass along the path. It was a dirt road, carved through pines and lined with granite boulders. He laid an olive-drab tarp on the ground, sat, removed his pistol, and shot himself.

In his briefcase, my father left three letters. One for me, one for Mom, and one for his sister. I waited to read mine, nervous about what it might say. I drove to the edge of a horse pasture where we used to play catch. There, in the driver’s seat of Woody, I unfolded it and let the words pour over me:


October 11, 2021

Son Rye,

I am sorry to leave your mother and anyone who cares about me.

I no longer feel that I can do my part to help your mother each day, to take care of Quailfield, and to be more than a burden to people I care about because of a failing body, daily bleeding, chronic pain, and disabilities.

None of this is your fault. Please know this.

Please continue to have a great life, to help your mother, children, and so many other people, rich and poor, famous and desperate, throughout your work.

This is my hope, my prayer.

May God bless all of you, forever.

Deo Gratias,

dad



The dreams started immediately after his death. Not nightmares, but unsettling. He appeared in some dimension in every one—spirit, image, voice. Why hadn’t he spoken with me before he left? I told myself I would have accepted his decision. I imagined the moment: thanking him for being an extraordinary father, telling him I loved him—all of what I had written in that birthday letter. He would have whacked me on the arm, closing the distance between us.

Just like that.

I fell asleep quickly each night, my mind exhausted. Then I woke without an alarm—always in those wretched hours of two or three A.M.—my mind racing, my chest tight. I would start thinking about his method and not fall back to sleep. I knew he had chosen it carefully. Death had always held an outsize place in his consciousness. I kept returning to a memory of him telling me, when I was young, about Japanese hara-kiri. I can’t recall the context, only his fascination—almost reverence—for the unimaginable strength it would take to end one’s life with one’s own hands and a sword.

My mind seesawed between sadness and admiration as I thought about his own final act—the pain and the bravery. The forensics report read “gunshot to the abdomen.” Why did he shoot himself there? He knew it was an excruciating way to die, so far from a cup of hemlock.

I mourned the thought of him on that tarp, bleeding. What did he think about, lying there as life forever faded away?

I saw it as a soldier’s death. The strength. The resolve. He took the pain. Part of me hated that I could admire aspects of it. But I did.

Was it courage too? I didn’t know. He had shown courage many times in his life, in ways that served others and the common good. But this, he needed to do for himself. It was suicide, yes, though in my mind it lived in a gray space for which we don’t have language. He took control and chose the terms of his own ending rather than prolonging his suffering, running up hospital bills, and creating a burden for others, especially my mother. This shaped part of my admiration and part of my grief. Because while I could respect his will, I could not celebrate his choice, which one of my children also found confusing, and haunting.

I had seen the devastation suicide leaves behind among both young people and adults in middle age, the deaths of despair, the tragedy of it all. What my father did felt different, though I struggled to understand why.

A question that kept returning to me was whether choosing the manner of one’s death in the face of a terminal decline belonged in the same moral category. Some people, guided by faith or conscience, would never make such a choice for themselves, and I understood and respected that. But I also saw families around us exhausting savings and endurance alike to buy a few painful months. Many people at the end of long lives were not seeking miracles. They wanted mercy—a peaceful death, on their own terms, with the people they loved nearby. I found myself wondering why that had not been possible for my father, or for us.

It all lingered, unfinished, for a long time. At last, encouraged by my wife, I spoke with a therapist who specialized in suicide. When I told her about the questions that wouldn’t leave me, she suggested he might have done it for my mother. One of the therapist’s loved ones had taken his life with a gunshot to the head. She had discovered the body and lived with the trauma for decades. Police had found my father’s body. He had thought it all through.

Mom and I have grown closer since his passing. We speak most days. When I told her what the therapist said, she answered quietly, “Yes. It was time. He did it for me, so that I could be free.”

She explained what I had heard but never fully processed about his condition—how he was losing control of his body, his independence, and his ability to care for her. He had told me this. He had even written it in his last letter. But I hadn’t been able to take it in. He was too strong, in my mind, to die from disease.

Only then did I begin to see it for what it was. Marcus Aurelius wrote that death should be met “as one of the acts of life.” My father believed that, and he fulfilled it.

His strength saved his dignity. But his choice was for my mother. He loved. Love was the common good in my father’s final act. And to me, this was one of the many ways it is possible to be courageous.

Courage endures. Courage can save us.
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“Rye Barcott has given us a truly amazing memoir—humane, harrowing, inspiring, and complex . . . This is at least as much a compassionate and emboldening manifesto as it is a work of autobiography.” —Tim O’Brien, author of The Things They Carried

In 2000 Rye Barcott spent part of his summer living in the Kibera slum of Nairobi, Kenya. He was a college student heading into the Marines, and he sought to better understand ethnic violence—something he would likely face later in uniform. He learned Swahili, asked questions, and listened to young people talk about how they survived in poverty he had never imagined. Anxious to help but unsure what to do, he stumbled into friendship with a widowed nurse, Tabitha Atieno Festo, and a hardscrabble community organizer, Salim Mohamed.

Together, this unlikely trio built a non-governmental organization that would develop a new generation of leaders from within one of Africa’s largest slums. Their organization, Carolina for Kibera (CFK), is now a global pioneer of the movement called Participatory Development, and was honored by Time magazine as a “Hero of Global Health.” CFK’s greatest lesson may be that with the right kind of support, people in desperate places will take charge of their lives and create breathtaking change.

Engaged in two seemingly contradictory forms of public service at the same time, Barcott continued his leadership in CFK while serving as a human intelligence officer in Iraq, Bosnia, and the Horn of Africa. Struggling with the intense stress of leading Marines in dangerous places, he took the tools he learned building a community in one of the most fractured parts of Kenya and became a more effective counterinsurgent and peacekeeper.

It Happened on the Way to War is a true story of sacrifice and courage and the powerful melding of military and humanitarian service. It’s a story of what America’s role in the world could be.
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