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A CHANGE OF PLANS

November 8, 2016—Washington, D.C.

Nancy Pelosi dressed that morning in the colors of the suffragettes, in a white pantsuit and purple top. By the end of the day, she was certain that Hillary Clinton would make history by winning the White House, nearly a century after women had won the right to vote.

As the polls were beginning to close, the House Democratic leader headed to the set of PBS NewsHour in suburban Virginia for an interview. When she arrived, she got distressing news, but it wasn’t about the election. Sharon Percy Rockefeller, the CEO of public TV station WETA, took her aside to let her know that Gwen Ifill, the program’s groundbreaking anchor, was on her deathbed. “She said, ‘It’s coming to the end for Gwen,’” Pelosi told me, her voice emotional at the memory even four years later. It was public knowledge that Ifill was battling cancer, but only a handful knew that she had gone into hospice care. She would pass away a week later. “It was a very tearful thing—so saddening, so personal for all of us. The night didn’t start out well.”

On the air, though, Pelosi projected nothing but positivity about what was going to happen when the polls closed. “We will, of course, retain the White House, with the election of Hillary Clinton,” she declared flatly. Her self-confidence had been honed by an aptitude for political warfare and a history of election nights. “It will be close, but we will regain the United States Senate. And we will pick up many seats in the House of Representatives.”

“Why are you so confident about the White House?” anchor Judy Woodruff asked.

“Because I’m confident in the American people,” Pelosi answered. Her certainty was being echoed by the entire Washington political class, an ecosystem that she had maneuvered through and thrived in for decades—and one that was about to get an epic comeuppance.

When Woodruff opened the interview by noting that Pelosi was the highest-ranking female politician in American history, she replied with a smile, “I’m counting the minutes to relinquish that title.” At the end, when the journalist repeated that distinction, Pelosi looked theatrically at her watch and replied, “For the moment! For the moment!”

To the astonishment of Pelosi and just about everyone else in American politics, of course, her moment wasn’t over. When the returns were counted, the new president would be real estate magnate and reality-TV star Donald Trump. Like it or not, Pelosi would keep her standing as the most powerful woman in American political history for a while longer, and one whose personal plans, known only to her confidantes, had just been upended. She had intended to step back from elective office once Hillary was in the White House. That idea was instantly shelved.

She was crushed that Hillary Clinton had lost. The two women had known each other since they met at the Democratic National Convention in 1984, when Pelosi was chair of the San Francisco host committee and Clinton was the wife of the up-and-coming governor of Arkansas. After Bill Clinton was elected president, they had occasionally clashed, notably over Hillary Clinton’s decision to address the United Nations Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. “She was really against my going,” Clinton told me; Pelosi argued it sent the wrong signal at a time when Chinese American human rights activist Harry Wu had been arrested. But over the years they had worked in concert on Democratic politics and policy, and Pelosi had long been an advocate for more women in public office. They shared a certain kinship. Both women were trailblazers who had been attacked and caricatured by their critics.

In 2016, Nancy Pelosi was delighted by the prospect of turning over the most-powerful-woman mantle to a President Hillary Clinton.

At the time, few knew that Pelosi was making plans for the 2016 election to be her valedictory. (To be fair, some of those close to her questioned whether she actually would have followed through if Clinton had won.) After three decades as a congresswoman from California, nearly half of that time as the leader of the House Democrats, Pelosi said she was getting ready to take a breath, dote on her nine grandchildren, perhaps write her memoirs. At seventy-six years old, she was well past the retirement age for almost every workplace except Congress. Some friends thought she might cap her career with an appointment as the U.S. ambassador to Italy or the Vatican. With Hillary Clinton in the White House, Pelosi could be confident that the causes she had fought for would be protected, especially the Affordable Care Act that she had pushed through Congress against all odds.

“I have things to do,” she would muse. “Books to write; places to go; grandchildren, first and foremost, to love.”

After Nancy Pelosi left the PBS studio, she dropped by the headquarters of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (or DCCC, dubbed “the D-Triple-C”) on Capitol Hill, then joined a poll-watching party for big donors at Maryland representative John Delaney’s town house nearby. She was on her cell phone, tracking key House races, when she began to get an inkling about what was happening.

She checked in with Pennsylvania congressman Bob Brady, a big-city pol in the mold of Pelosi’s father, who had been a three-term mayor of Baltimore. Brady had led the Philadelphia Democratic organization for decades; he knew how to read elections. “My dear friend and confidant,” she called him. In their first conversation that night, he was upbeat. Democrats always needed a big edge from the Philadelphia vote to carry the state, and he assured her they would deliver it. In their second conversation, he struck a note of caution. “We’re going to get our vote,” he told her, but “there’s a lot coming in for the rest of the state [that was] not so good.” He still thought the city vote could offset it, though.

“Then he called and said, ‘It’s not going to happen here,’” Pelosi recalled, a conversation that took her breath away. She told me she wasn’t ready to inform those around her that, in her judgment, the loss of the swing state of Pennsylvania meant the presidential election was over. But she did stop offering reassurances. “I didn’t deflect their concern by saying, ‘Don’t worry; it’s going to be okay,’ because it wasn’t going to be okay.”

The blunt-spoken, gravelly-voiced Brady recalled the conversation for me, too.

“I told her in the city of Philadelphia, we turned out maybe the most we ever did, a 470,000 majority,” he told me. “But she was kind of pissed off at a couple other people” in the state who hadn’t delivered, including in the area around Pittsburgh. “The ones in Allegheny County, they usually do 150, 130”—meaning a Democratic advantage of 150,000 or 130,000 votes, needed to offset Republican areas of the state. “They did like 80 or 90. She was pretty disturbed about that.”

Trump would carry Pennsylvania by less than a single percentage point, driven by turnout in small towns and rural areas and unexpected strength around industrial centers like Pittsburgh. His narrow victories in a trio of manufacturing states that Democrats had counted on—Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania—would give him a majority in the Electoral College, though he lost the national popular vote.

Even more than being disappointed that Hillary Clinton had lost, Nancy Pelosi was horrified over the candidate who had won. The shock and pain she felt that night when she realized Donald Trump would win the presidency “was physical; it was actually physical,” she told me. “Like a mule kicking you in the back over and over again.” Trump’s improbable victory changed his life and the country’s trajectory. It changed her life as well.

Republicans had won the White House and maintained majorities, albeit smaller ones, in the Senate and the House of Representatives. Their unified control of the executive and legislative branches could make it possible for them to deliver on their campaign promises to unravel the landmark health care legislation and to reverse the course President Barack Obama, with her crucial support, had set during the previous eight years on health care, climate change, nuclear proliferation, and more.

“I was like, ‘How could it be that person is going to be president of the United States?’” Pelosi told me. It wasn’t just that the glass ceiling for women in American politics had been left intact. “That was saddening, but the election of Donald Trump was stunningly scary, and it was justified to be scared. How could they elect such a person—who talked that way about women, who was so crude and… to me, creepy. And now he’s going to be president of the United States?”

She saw him as unfit for the White House. Now she would emerge as his most persistent Democratic foil on Capitol Hill and across the country. By midnight Tuesday, Nancy Pelosi knew that she wasn’t going anywhere. The election she thought would be the end of her career became instead the beginning of its most consequential chapter.
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Early Wednesday morning, when the six-year-old daughter of Nadeam Elshami, Pelosi’s chief of staff, woke up, she asked her father expectantly, “Did the girl win?”

“No,” he told her.

She burst into tears.

Elshami relayed his daughter’s reaction to Hillary Clinton’s defeat when Pelosi’s staff gathered later that morning. That was how a lot of them felt, he said. “Everybody can cry,” he said. “You can let it out now.” But get over it fast, he went on, because they needed to get back to work. “Look, this is where we are. We have a new president. We have a job to do. The leader has a job to do.”

Pelosi reached out to Hillary Clinton the day after the election. “It was a somber and sad conversation,” Clinton told me, “because it wasn’t what either of us expected.”

She also reached out to the president-elect. Pelosi called him at Trump Tower in New York; he was the one who picked up the phone at the other end. He was clearly surprised. How did she get the number? he asked. She thanked him for taking the call and offered her congratulations. She told him she looked forward to working with him, especially where they shared common ground, including the idea of a major federal investment in infrastructure projects.

“Nancy, me too,” he replied. “We’ll get some good things done.” The president-elect praised her as someone who could deliver, “better than anybody.” When Pelosi suggested that the president-elect schedule a session soon with the bipartisan Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues, Trump replied, “Talk to my daughter about it,” then passed the phone to Ivanka Trump. Now it was Pelosi’s turn to be surprised. The House Democratic leader found herself listening to Trump’s thirty-five-year-old daughter, whose résumé mostly involved working on enterprises named Trump, relay her thoughts on childcare policy.

It was an early sign of how old norms were going to be disrupted.

“Don’t forget, I was a supporter of yours,” Trump said at the end of their conversation, a reference to a contribution she had once gotten from him for the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, before he was a Republican. “I think you’re terrific.”

Over time, his view of her would change, and radically. Pelosi would become the unyielding counterpart to Trump, consistently able to get under his skin. She had the power to stand up to him and the aplomb to stare him down, the singular figure who would decide whether and when he would be impeached. The photographs of her in action would become iconic: Striding out of the West Wing in a brick-red coat after she had rebutted the president in their first Oval Office meeting in the wake of the 2018 midterm elections, when Democrats won back the House. Delivering an exaggerated, sardonic clap at his State of the Union address two months later. Standing up at the table in the Cabinet Room that fall, jabbing her finger at him before she led a Democratic walkout from a meeting where he had derided her as “a third-rate politician.” Tearing up the text of the 2020 State of the Union he had just delivered as he stood with his back to her, basking in applause from the Republican side of the chamber.

Her choice of apparel in each of these encounters seemed to telegraph a message, a declaration of intent in red, white, and blue. She wore that memorable red coat talking to reporters in the White House driveway, a white pantsuit at the joint session of Congress, a blue suit in the Cabinet Room session. When she opened the House debate on the articles of impeachment in 2019, she wore a somber black sheath. On her shoulder was a gold brooch that depicted the mace of the House of Representatives, a symbol of authority.

The New Yorker’s annual Christmas poem by Ian Frazier, a compendium of couplets about the year’s famous, took note of her role.


And Ms. Pelosi, you are great,

The keelson of our ship of state.



Even after former vice president Joe Biden became the party’s presumptive presidential nominee in 2020, Nancy Pelosi would continue to be the most prevalent face of the Democratic Party during a perilous time. While the COVID-19 pandemic forced Biden to conduct a virtual campaign for months from his home in Delaware, Pelosi was on Capitol Hill week after week negotiating trillions of dollars in relief aid and stimulus spending. She became a ubiquitous presence on cable TV, arguing the Democrats’ case, negotiating with Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, doing her best to ignore or dismiss the president’s tweets. Holding the Democratic Party together.
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Nancy Pelosi is a tough interview. She is disciplined and precise. She is unapologetic about repeating the same talking points. More than once, she recites favored historic quotes, from Thomas Paine (on the times finding us) to Abraham Lincoln (on the power of public sentiment), from John Kennedy (on world leadership) to Ronald Reagan (on the strength of an immigrant nation). She isn’t inclined to indulge in speculation, to discuss the what-ifs. She is rarely willing to dish, although she became more open with me the more often I saw her and the more research I completed. Over time, she became more willing to discuss her thoughts about this triumph or that setback.

In our third interview for this book, I ventured gingerly to ask if she would give me permission to see her high school and college transcripts. I already had interviewed classmates at the Institute of Notre Dame in Baltimore and at Trinity Washington University, and I had spent time on both campuses. At her alma maters, officials expressed pride in their most famous alumna, and they assured me that she had been a perfect student in every way. But because of federal rules and their own policies, they wouldn’t let me see her records without her approval. I didn’t expect to uncover some explosive revelation—a fourth-grade essay on her secret strategy to become the first female Speaker of the House, say—but I thought her choice of activities or a teacher’s notation might be interesting, even illuminating.

When I made the same request of former First Lady Barbara Bush while I had been working on a biography of her, she sent a bemused note to the authorities at the College of Charleston, which had charge of the archives from her former boarding school. “Although I fear she will be unimpressed,” she wrote, “I am giving my permission for Susan Page to have access to my academic records at Ashley Hall.”

That was not Pelosi’s reaction. She looked appalled, as though I had asked to rifle through her closet. She did give me the courtesy of an explanation for turning me down flat.

“I’m a very private person,” she told me. That is not the typical attitude of elected officials; some of them pursue political careers precisely because they revel in the spotlight. “That’s the thing, when people talk about me in public, I’m like—if I go someplace and I don’t have to speak, I’m in my glory. I’m not looking for an audience. I’m as private a person as there is, and a shy one. I’ve had to be in this role—but I don’t intend to go into personal, personal aspects.” In case I had somehow missed the point, she added firmly: “No.”

That said, as I researched and wrote this biography, she did occasionally go into “personal, personal aspects,” although not always intentionally. I am grateful that she agreed to a series of interviews for the book. In the Speaker’s office, she would sit so I had the majestic view of the National Mall, and of her four TVs, screens on but sound off. (I wasn’t sure she would invite me back after the first interview, when I took a bite into the Dove ice cream bar she had offered and sent tiny shards of the dark chocolate shell flying onto her pristine cream-colored carpet.) The second interview, sans treats, was on the summer afternoon in July 2019 when her dispute with the Squad had exploded; her anger at the four new progressive congresswomen was palpable. The fourth interview fell on the autumn day in November that Trump’s impeachment hearings began in the House. Then, she was almost preternaturally calm. I interviewed her the following spring during the coronavirus pandemic that had all but closed the Capitol, on the day after the House passed a historic $484 billion relief package, and again in the summer. By then, in July 2020, the Capitol had been shut down because of COVID-19; besides a handful of aides and Capitol police officers, she and I seemed to be just about the only people in the building. My footsteps echoed through the empty hallways.

Occasionally, I would bring artifacts that my research had uncovered, some of them new to her. There were the precise drawings her mother had submitted to the U.S. Patent Office for a device she had invented in the 1940s to give steam facials. A formal portrait of her father as a young man with his parents, uncovered in a dusty cardboard box of mayoral memorabilia stored at the University of Baltimore. A tiny “D’Alesandro for Mayor” campaign button, found by one of my sons on eBay. Handwritten memos dictated by Pennsylvania congressman John Murtha, the crusty Marine veteran who had run her first campaign for the leadership. Discovered in a file in his archives at the University of Pittsburgh, the notes were preparation for a memoir he never got around to writing before he died.

Pelosi, openly moved when she read those notes, asked to keep a copy.

“Some of the old guys were very hesitant to have a woman as Speaker,” Murtha had said, dictating to an aide who wrote in red ink across a white legal pad. Elected eighteen times to represent Pennsylvania’s 12th Congressional District, Murtha had been a crucial voice in reassuring “the old guys” about her. He listed lessons he had learned from her, about playing the long game and sharing the credit. “Good a political mind as I have ever seen,” he said.
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While she is a devout Catholic, Nancy Pelosi is not generally given to the mystical. Still, she relayed one hard-to-explain moment at her first meeting with a president at the White House as a member of the congressional leadership. She had just won election as Democratic whip in 2001, making her the highest-ranking woman in the 213-year history of Congress.

She suddenly realized that never before in the nation’s history had a woman attended one of these sessions. As President George W. Bush began to speak, “I suddenly felt crowded in my chair,” Pelosi recalled. “It was truly an astonishing experience, as if Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Alice Paul, and all the other suffragettes and activists who had worked hard to advance women in government and in life were right there with me. I was enthralled by their presence, and then I could clearly hear them say: ‘At last we have a seat at the table.’ After a moment, they were gone.”

She insisted that the moment seemed concrete to her, not metaphorical. It was as physical as the kick of a mule she felt on Election Night 2016.

A year later, when Representative Dick Gephardt of Missouri resigned as Democratic leader after disappointing midterm elections, Pelosi broke a new barrier, becoming the first woman to lead a party in either house of Congress. In 2007, she made the biggest break in what she called the “marble ceiling,” a reference to Congress’s stately chambers. Democrats had won the House majority and she was elected Speaker, second to the vice president in the line of succession to the presidency. No woman in American history had ever held such a high office.

One of those applauding her rise was Madeleine Albright, the woman who had previously held that distinction. As secretary of state in the Clinton administration, she had been fourth in line. “When I was named secretary of state, I was always introduced as the highest-ranking woman in the American government, in American history at that time,” Albright told me. “And I was very glad to give that title up to her.”

By then, the relationship between Bush and Pelosi was strained. Pelosi had admired and liked his parents; she kept a photograph of herself with the elder George Bush and Barbara Bush and their families on the mantel in her office. She and George W. Bush shared a certain political heritage; both were members of big political families. But they battled over the war he had launched and she had opposed from the start. She was increasingly frustrated over his refusal to change course in Iraq. Indeed, it was growing public disapproval of the war that had helped Democrats win back the House and install her as Speaker.

Even so, when he arrived in the House chamber to deliver the State of the Union address, on January 23, 2007, Bush struck a gracious note. She introduced him with the traditional words of welcome for the annual speech. “Members of Congress, I have the high privilege and distinct honor of presenting to you the president of the United States,” Pelosi said.

When the applause subsided, President Bush replied, “And tonight, I have a high privilege and distinct honor of my own—as the first president to begin the State of the Union message with these words: Madam Speaker.” The chamber erupted in a new wave of applause; Pelosi rose to acknowledge it and broke into a wide smile.

Bush mentioned Pelosi’s father, elected five times to Congress and present for State of the Union addresses himself in the 1930s and 1940s. In 1987, at age eighty-three and ailing, he summoned the strength to return to the House floor one last time to watch his daughter’s first swearing-in. From his wheelchair, he didn’t miss the opportunity to lobby House Speaker Jim Wright to give her a prized spot on the Appropriations Committee, a panel on which he had served. He would die two months later. “In his day, the late Congressman Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., from Baltimore, Maryland, saw Presidents Roosevelt and Truman at this rostrum,” Bush said. “But nothing could compare with the sight of his only daughter, Nancy, presiding tonight as Speaker of the House of Representatives.”

Her gender was groundbreaking. Her legislative achievements would be as well. In 2008, during a financial meltdown that threatened to ignite another Great Depression, Pelosi pushed through an unpopular Wall Street bailout—rescuing Bush, a Republican president, and the nation’s economy—even though the GOP didn’t deliver the votes promised from its side of the aisle. Two years later, with Democrat Barack Obama in the White House, she muscled through the Affordable Care Act after almost everyone else doubted it could be done.

Yet Nancy Pelosi was regularly demonized and routinely underestimated.

Sexism was part of it, the sort of reflexive brush-off faced by many women breaking into more powerful roles in business and the military, in arts and academia. There had never been another politician at her level who wore Armani suits and four-inch Manolos. In a slight she never forgot, Time magazine didn’t put her on its cover through her entire first tenure as Speaker, despite the history she had made. Two weeks after the 2010 midterms gave back the House majority to Republicans, the magazine’s cover featured a flattering photo of John Boehner and the headline “Mr. Speaker.”

Some of it also reflected her own particular combination of strengths and weaknesses. She was a master of the inside game of politics. “One of the very best inside political players that I’ve ever seen,” Hillary Clinton told me. But even after decades in office, Nancy Pelosi wasn’t particularly skilled at the outside game. She was never a compelling orator. “A rhetorical clunkiness—heavy on the alliteration—that makes her sound now and then like a compendium of bumper stickers,” a friendly commentator observed. In a television age, she wasn’t as comfortable as former Speaker Newt Gingrich in the back-and-forth combat of the Sunday morning shows. She didn’t project the reassuring, old-shoe mien of former Speaker Tip O’Neill.

Nancy Pelosi typically came across as determined, focused, even fierce—all qualities that helped her rise in a man’s world. Only occasionally would she display flashes of the warmth and humor that her friends described. She was so disciplined that she could seem robotic. She had to work to slow down her breathless staccato. She would sometimes stumble over words, prompting detractors to falsely accuse her of being drunk, although in fact she rarely had a drink beyond a sip of champagne on celebratory occasions. (That included the time Janet Yellen rather than Larry Summers was named to chair the Federal Reserve.) Republicans caricatured her as a loony left-winger, a “San Francisco liberal.”

Her reputation became sufficiently toxic among conservative voters that GOP groups used the prospect of having her in power as a reason to defeat Democratic candidates generally. During her leadership race in 2016, the National Republican Congressional Committee hung a sarcastic “Hire Pelosi” banner across the front of GOP headquarters, within sight of the Capitol grounds. The House Republicans’ campaign arm expressed delight when she prevailed. “Congrats Nancy!” a new banner declared.

Unknown to most, she had been seriously contemplating retirement that year when the unexpected election of Trump changed her mind. Now, whatever her shortcomings, she seemed to be precisely the right person at the right time. Tim Ryan, the Ohio congressman who challenged her for the Democratic leadership in 2016, acknowledged that to me in 2020. “Her political instincts—nobody I ever worked with had any better instincts,” he told me. She eventually would command the solid backing of Democrats. Even those who had questioned her leadership in the past came to view her as indispensable in the era of Trump.

President Trump rattled her publicly only once—during a State of the Union address that included the presentation of the Presidential Medal of Freedom to Rush Limbaugh—but Pelosi regularly rattled him. When he stomped out of a White House meeting after a confrontation over funding a wall along the Mexican border, she was dismissive. “It’s a temper tantrum by the president,” she said.

Here’s how she described her job: “Every day I’m like, ‘Don a suit of armor, put on your brass knuckles, eat nails for breakfast, and go out there and stop them from taking children out of the arms of their parents, food out of the mouths of babies.” She didn’t see all that as particularly remarkable. “I mean, it’s just the way it is.”

Her attitude of politics-as-war fueled the capital’s hyperpartisanship. The Republican Speaker who succeeded her, John Boehner, told me that she didn’t moderate her rhetoric even when he tried to do so. President George W. Bush privately complained to aides that she was unwilling to respond to his outstretched hand. Even Democrat Barack Obama told a senior White House aide that he felt at times as though she was hectoring him. Pelosi only had one gear—full steam ahead—even when the occasion might have welcomed a lighter touch.

That said, it was a trait her allies came to appreciate.

“The one thing that I understood about Nancy fairly quickly was the fact that she was as tough or tougher than anybody in the world,” Obama told me, declaring himself “a booster” of Pelosi. “There are times that I think we underestimate just that kind of being able to grind and grit it out, and she has that kind of capacity.” He called her “as effective as any legislative leader I’ve seen in managing a diverse and often contentious group of folks with a lot of different points of view.”

Boehner told me she was “one of the top leaders that I’ve worked with over my career, no question.” But he added that her unyielding liberal ideology opened the door for the GOP to win back control and make him her successor as Speaker in 2011.

The long and unexpected course of Pelosi’s life prepared her to face down a disruptive president during a critical time. The youngest child and only daughter in a family with five brothers, she had figured out from an early age how to assert herself in a male-dominated world. “With all those older brothers, I did have to find ways to hold my own,” she said. She grew up comfortable with competition and appreciative of sports; she would later be an avid fan and season-ticket holder for the San Francisco Giants and the San Francisco 49ers. She had been trained in politics by her larger-than-life father, the mayor known to all in Baltimore as Tommy the Elder. She had learned about the art of granting favors and organizing the grass roots from her ambitious, restless mother, known as Big Nancy. She had risen in the Democratic Party as a formidable fund-raiser from the opposite coast, where the Democratic base was shifting. She understood how Congress worked after spending decades there, taking the lead on issues ranging from HIV/AIDS to human rights in China. She had confronted a string of presidents on a variety of issues.

From her first meeting in the White House with Trump, just three days after his inauguration, she would be the figure in the room willing and able to push back at his provocative declarations, the ones she saw as at odds with reality and, eventually, as dangerous to democracy. It was her ability to stand up to President Donald Trump that finally meant Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi would be underestimated no more.







CHAPTER ONE
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TOMMY THE ELDER AND BIG NANCY

1916—St. Leo’s School, Baltimore

Thomas Ludwig John D’Alesandro Jr., who in time would become the father of Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi, was thirteen years old when Sister Pauline informed him that St. Leo’s School would not be the place for him to complete his education.

It had begun, as some catastrophes do, with what seemed like good news.

Weeks before his eighth-grade graduation ceremony was planned at Little Italy’s parochial school, Tommy D’Alesandro won a spelling bee and was awarded a medal of the Blessed Virgin, which the nun pinned to his shirt. “At recess time one of the boys in my class gave me the razzberry as a sissy for wearing the medal,” Tommy would recall toward the end of his long and eventful life. What’s a boy to do? “I picked up a rock and threw it at him, cutting his head.”

That started a downward spiral. Sister Pauline, both the teacher of his class of five students and the head of the school, told him she wanted to see his father the next morning. Wary of a whipping, Tommy was reluctant to tell his dad about the day’s developments. When he returned to school the next morning, no parent in sight, he told her that his father couldn’t be there because he was suffering from pleurisy, a painful inflammation of the chest and an ailment so particular that surely no child would have made it up. A day later, Sister Pauline saw Tommy’s mother at morning Mass—Mrs. D’Alesandro attended every day—and told her that she was praying for her husband in his (imaginary) battle with pleurisy.

With that, the jig was up, the lie revealed. It was not the first mischief by Tommy, and it was the last straw for Sister Pauline. He was expelled. For good measure, so were the three other boys in his class. The sole eighth grader who managed to graduate from St. Leo’s that spring was the only girl in the class, Catherine Clark. (In that small-world way of things, she would become the matriarch of one of Baltimore’s most prominent political families.)

To be clear, Tommy D’Alesandro wasn’t exactly devastated by the abrupt end of his formal education. He was smart but not serious about his studies, ambitious but not persuaded that the classroom was going to provide the essential skills for the adventurous if ill-defined life he saw ahead for himself. Barely a teenager, he already was remarkably self-confident, a master storyteller in the making who could charm just about anyone—a notable exception being Sister Pauline, who warned him that he would never amount to much in life. While he was no longer welcome at St. Leo’s School, he could have enrolled in the local public school, of course, although the families in his neighborhood favored St. Leo’s. In Baltimore, St. Leo the Great Roman Catholic Church was the place where the babies of Little Italy were baptized, the children educated, the couples married, the dead mourned.

Tommy’s sprawling family sat squarely in the middle of it all.

He was born at the start of an optimistic new American century, on August 1, 1903, the son of Tommaso D’Alesandro Sr. and Marie Antoinette Foppiano. He was one of thirteen children. His mother could not have been happy about the news of her son’s expulsion from her alma mater, though the demands of rearing her brood and keeping boarders in the basement—among them the occasional organ grinder and his monkey—meant that she had no shortage of other things to worry about as well.

Years later, after he had been elected mayor of Baltimore, Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. kept in an office drawer a formal photograph of himself as a young man, standing behind his parents; they are seated on small chairs set up on a sidewalk. Father and son are wearing three-piece suits, starched white shirts, four-in-hand ties. White handkerchiefs peek from the pockets of their jackets. A watch chain loops across the front of the elder man’s vest; his shoes are polished to a shine. Tommy’s mother, a sturdy woman in a simple dark dress, has pulled up her hair into a frazzled bun, her lined face betraying just a hint of bemusement.

Their errant son would go far, although he never went far. He grew up in a crowded row house at 235 Albemarle Street; he would die eighty-four years later while living in another small row house down the block, at 245 Albemarle Street. He never moved out of the neighborhood, not even after he had the money and stature to choose fancier precincts. “I’m a paisano,” he would explain—a peasant, a countryman. “These are my people. This is where I belong.” He would be elected to Congress and to City Hall. He would drink bourbon with Harry Truman and call Franklin D. Roosevelt “boss.” He would live to see one son inaugurated as mayor and his only daughter launch an unexpected career that would make her the most powerful woman in American history.

All that was down the road, though. At the moment, Tommy needed a toehold. He had been earning pocket change by selling newspapers on the street and peddling chewing gum to the prostitutes who leaned out the windows of the brothels along Caroline Street. He was paid seven or eight cents a week—“enough to go to the movies and buy an apple on the stick”—for serving as a Shabbos goy, performing small household tasks for Orthodox Jews during the Sabbath. He got a job at the Union Box Factory for $6.60 a week, building ammunition boxes for French and British troops fighting in World War I. He worked briefly, and unhappily, at the McCormick & Company spice plant, then an institution in downtown Baltimore, assigned to the powdered mustard department.

Finally, he landed a job as an office boy for the Harry T. Poor Insurance Agency, even though he was on the lam from the city’s truant officers and working in violation of the state’s child labor laws. When he turned fourteen years old, he demanded a raise. His boss offered him $5 a week. “No, I got to have $7,” Tommy said. Why? “A dollar a day for working and a dollar for Sunday,” he replied. Fine, his boss agreed, giving him an early lesson in the rewards of asserting himself, of chutzpah.

Finally, Tommy had found an education he saw as valuable. Sent out to collect fees from insurance clients, he learned to speak Italian dialects other than his father’s Abruzzese. He ventured beyond Little Italy’s boundaries into other ethnic enclaves, making friends and connections with the Irish and the Poles and the Jews. He spoke a little Yiddish and picked up a bit of Chinese. When he turned twenty-one, Tommy was old enough to get a license to sell insurance policies for the firm, by then called Poor and Alexander. The insurance business proved to be an apt and lucrative fit for his powers of persuasion, and a lifetime vocation. For a time, he attended Calvert Business College at night, though he never received a degree. That seemed an unnecessary formality.

He had settled on a new course: politics.

Even Sister Pauline eventually came around. “Many years later, when I was a congressman, the good sisters of St. Leo’s set up a ceremony in the school yard,” Tommy D’Alesandro recalled, “and presented me with my diploma, at last.”




[image: image]







Eight years old and perched on his mother’s shoulders, Tommy D’Alesandro was introduced to the drama of politics courtesy of William Jennings Bryan and Woodrow Wilson.

Baltimore was hosting the 1912 Democratic National Convention, gaveled to order in the Fifth Regiment Armory, an imposing brick fortress in midtown. A small temporary stage and rows of folding chairs had been set up in the cavernous main hall and draped with red-white-and-blue bunting. “The way I’ve heard the story is that when he was a little boy, his mother took him to the convention that was held in Baltimore,” Nancy Pelosi said of her father years later. “She carried him on her shoulders, and he felt the spark and then it just continued.”

There were plenty of sparks in the armory; choosing the nominee would require the most ballots cast at any convention since the Civil War. As it happened, the Speaker of the House, Champ Clark of Missouri, was the early front-runner. On the ninth ballot, he seemed poised to prevail when Tammany Hall threw its support behind him. But William Jennings Bryan, the Nebraska populist, roared in objection. His voice carried: Democrats had nominated Bryan for president three times in the past, though he had lost the general election each time. He had stayed neutral in the 1912 nomination battle until then.

Denouncing New York’s political machine as corrupt and Clark as the candidate of Wall Street, Bryan endorsed New Jersey governor Woodrow Wilson, a former president of Princeton University who had been elected to office just two years earlier. Bryan revived Wilson’s presidential prospects, by then so faded that he was preparing a concession statement. Not until the forty-sixth ballot was the nomination settled, and in Wilson’s favor. That fall, he would become the first Democratic president to win the White House in two decades. He was helped by the divisions in the GOP between incumbent William Howard Taft and Teddy Roosevelt, a former Republican president running as the Progressive Party nominee.

Soon after he was old enough to vote, at twenty-one, Tommy D’Alesandro was ready to run for office himself. He was a popular young man, active in church carnivals and neighborhood dramatic productions, a natty dresser and a ballroom dancer so dexterous that he entered regional competitions. He groomed a pencil mustache that would become his signature. He already had been ringing doorbells and passing out flyers for local candidates. He wanted to run for the Maryland House of Delegates, so he sought the blessing of the Third Ward Democratic Club, which included Little Italy. The local bosses could be found playing pinochle and smoking cigars in the grand Rennert Hotel, famed for its oysters and the watering hole for journalist H. L. Mencken, among others.

They told the cocky young man to come back when he had a petition of support signed by five hundred local voters.

That was no problem. He had been working the neighborhood since Sister Pauline expelled him from the eighth grade. He returned with a petition signed by five hundred people and a few extra. A half century later, long retired from politics, he could still recite the petition, word by word, from memory: “We the undersigned registered Democratic voters of the Third Ward of the First Legislative District recommend for your favorable consideration the candidacy of Thomas D’Alesandro, Jr. for the House of Delegates. He was born and raised in the District, knows the people and their needs and would be a credit to both City and State if elected.”

Not everyone was charmed. Vincent Palmisano, a Democratic leader in the Third Ward, took an immediate dislike to D’Alesandro, starting a feud that would end years later with Palmisano’s political demise.

“He always saw my father as an irritant,” one of Tommy D’Alesandro’s sons said. “Didn’t like his style.” Palmisano, a generation older than Tommy, offered to make him “president” of the Third Ward Democratic Club, a move to sideline him. Then he tried to block D’Alesandro from making a speech to the club seeking support. Joining the club required paying three dollars in dues, not a negligible amount for Tommy. He scraped it together with the help of friends, then argued that his membership gave him the right to speak. He delivered remarks he had been practicing in private.

On the night of the primary, D’Alesandro didn’t have a radio to listen to the results, but Palmisano, who happened to live around the corner, did. D’Alesandro and some friends sat on the stoop outside his house, eavesdropping on the news and sometimes breaking into cheers. “The first thing you know, the radio was thrown out in the middle of the street,” D’Alesandro said. With his friends, he headed uptown, to the office of the Baltimore Sun; the newspaper posted vote totals on the side of its building on Election Night. He and Palmisano crossed paths, and the two engaged in some trash talk. “Everyone won but you,” mocked Palmisano, who was running for the Democratic nomination for Congress. D’Alesandro asked, “Did you win?” Yes, he said. D’Alesandro replied, “If you won, I ran away with it because everybody was clobbering you.”

It was 2 a.m. when the Sun reported the results from the First District for the Maryland House of Delegates: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. came in fourth in a field of a dozen Democrats who were vying for six legislative seats from the district. In the overwhelmingly Democratic neighborhood, winning the party’s nomination was tantamount to election.

In the general election in November, Tommy D’Alesandro would brag that he got more votes in his district than anyone else on the ballot, including Palmisano. It was the first of twenty-two consecutive elections that Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. would win, and for increasingly powerful posts.

On January 5, 1927, he took the train to Annapolis to report for his first legislative session. He dressed as a statesman, sporting an Oxford gray suit, polka-dot tie, and leather slippers, with a derby perched on his head. He was hailed as the youngest member of the state legislature. “I walked upstairs and I looked for Henry Clay, George Washington, and Abraham Lincoln,” he recalled. “All I saw was a bunch of drunks.”

He wouldn’t stay in the state legislature for long. He had bigger plans.
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Though Tommy D’Alesandro and Nancy Lombardi grew up on the same street, just a block apart, they didn’t really know each other. He was six years older than she was, a big gap when children are small. When he was expelled from St. Leo’s to make his way in the world, she was only seven.

But by the time she graduated from high school, from the Institute of Notre Dame, he was considered a catch.

As a newly elected member of the Maryland House of Delegates in 1927, he was invited to an annual reception for state legislators hosted by Governor Albert C. Ritchie. When the Baltimore Evening Sun noted that he didn’t have a wife to take with him, D’Alesandro was besieged by letters from women across the state who were “perfectly willing to terminate his bachelor days.” The newspaper story described him as a “dark-eyed young man” who was “regarded as attractive.”

Nancy Lombardi had grown up by the time he noticed her, “a beautiful nineteen-year-old woman leaving St. Leo’s church one Sunday morning,” Nancy Pelosi said, retelling one of her family’s favorite stories. “He followed her down the street and, when she stopped at a corner, went up to her and asked for a date.” Unlike the women who had propositioned him by mail a year earlier, she did not swoon. “My mother’s response was to tell the dapper legislator that she didn’t know who he was and that she would not go out on a date unless her grandmother approved. Hence Daddy’s courtship of Mommy’s grandmother.”

In short order, an engagement followed. “T.L.J. D’Alesandro to Wed Schoolmate,” read the local newspaper headline. “Miss Annunciata Lombardi to Become Bride of Assemblyman September 30.”

Their wedding—at St. Leo’s, of course—was “a traffic-stopping event,” Pelosi said. After all, Tommy was a gregarious pol on the rise who seemed to know everyone, in Baltimore and Annapolis. Every member of the Baltimore police and fire departments was invited. So were Governor Ritchie and the entire Maryland House of Delegates. On the morning of the big day, Tommy dispatched the St. Gabriel’s Society Band, eighteen musicians strong, to serenade his bride as she got ready at home. (She demanded that he send them away.) After the ceremony, thousands of guests celebrated in the streets. By the time the groom cut the cake in the reception at Lehmann Hall, it was approaching midnight.

For their honeymoon, the newlyweds boarded a train to go to Montreal, but D’Alesandro had such serious stomach pains that he debarked at Grand Central Station. A doctor in New York diagnosed appendicitis and recommended an immediate operation. “After a conference with his bride,” the Baltimore Evening Sun reported, the couple instead returned home, where his own doctor diagnosed indigestion.

They moved into a newly built house at 245 Albemarle Street. They would live there for the rest of their lives.

He was twenty-five years old and on his way to winning a second term in the Maryland legislature. After his son and namesake arrived the next year, just about everybody would call the father Tommy the Elder. His wife was nineteen years old and formidable in her own right. After her daughter and namesake was born a dozen years later, just about everybody would call the mother Big Nancy, a nickname that fit her personality and, over time, her power. Her daughter would be known as Little Nancy.

Annunziata Lombardi had been born in Fornelli, Italy, in 1909, the second of five children. Her parents chose her name because she was born on March 30, five days after the Feast of the Annunciation. Her family immigrated to Baltimore when she was an infant, moved back to Italy for a few years, then returned to Baltimore for good. The family had more money and higher social status than the D’Alesandros. “Her grandmother had the first box at the Baltimore Civic Opera, and when she was a little girl, she gave Toscanini a bouquet when he came to Baltimore,” Nancy Pelosi told me years later. The famed Italian conductor was a figure of veneration. “Then, when my father was mayor, Toscanini came back to Baltimore, like, twenty-some years later, and she gave Toscanini a bouquet of flowers—so as a little girl and as first lady.”

Nancy Lombardi was a striking beauty, always perfectly groomed and elegantly dressed. In her wedding portrait, taken at Markiewicz Photos of Distinction on South Broadway in Baltimore, she displays the steady gaze and straight-backed posture demanded by the nuns who had educated her. Her dark curls are covered by a lace cap; a cluster of pearls on each side of her face holds back an enormous train of voile that cascades down her back and winds into a puddle in front of her feet. Her white dress has a modest V-shaped neckline, trimmed in lace, but the asymmetrical hem of the skirt is short enough in front to show a little leg. She is wearing white satin heels with bows tied at the ankles, and she holds an oversized bouquet of white roses and baby’s breath, white ribbons trailing from their stems.

Unlike her husband, Big Nancy had a high school diploma, and not from St. Leo’s but from the more exclusive Institute of Notre Dame across town, where she eventually would insist on sending her daughter. Again and again, she would challenge the conventions of the day when it came to her gender. At the time, women in this neighborhood generally were given the choice of being a homemaker or a nun, or perhaps a nurse or a teacher. Instead, she went to work as a clerk for a local auctioneering firm, A. J. Billig & Co. She proved to be so talented as an auctioneer that her employer suggested she go to New York to earn official certification.

She didn’t go to New York to become a certified auctioneer, though, and she never realized her lifelong dream of becoming a lawyer. Two years after she graduated from high school, she married D’Alesandro, then ten months later gave birth to Thomas Ludwig John D’Alesandro III. He was born on July 24, 1929, three months before the stock market crashed and the Great Depression began. The next year, in 1930, Nicholas arrived. Then, in 1933, they were joined by Franklin Delano Roosevelt D’Alesandro, named in honor of the president who had been inaugurated for the first time just three days before the baby’s birth. The president sent his namesake a handkerchief with “Franklin Roosevelt” stitched on it, a keepsake the D’Alesandros framed.

Over eleven years, the D’Alesandros would have seven children, the first six of them boys—Tommy the Younger and Nicholas and Roosie, then another Nicholas and Hector and Joseph—and finally, a girl.

Nancy Patricia D’Alesandro was born on March 26, 1940, a day after her mother’s thirty-first birthday.

Big Nancy was organized and disciplined, the enforcer for her family and, at times, for her husband’s political life. She was self-confident and comfortable with power, traits she would pass on to her daughter. She was a risk-taker. Indeed, she played the ponies, a regular presence at Pimlico Race Course, host of the Preakness Stakes, part of horse racing’s Triple Crown. The gambling debts she later ran up with bookies who operated from Sabatino’s and other restaurants in Little Italy would become the source of neighborhood gossip.

Tragedy struck the young family’s life. When their second son, Nicholas, was three years old, in 1934, he fell ill with lobar pneumonia. Two days later, he died. Penicillin had been discovered a decade earlier, but the groundbreaking antibiotic wouldn’t be readily available until the 1940s. Tommy D’Alesandro, who had briefly taken a patronage job with the Internal Revenue Service in New York, hurried back to Baltimore to see his son before he passed away.

Four days later, the priests at St. Leo’s celebrated a Mass of Angels, conducted for children too young to have made confession and received Communion. Nicholas was laid to rest at New Cathedral Cemetery in Baltimore; later his mother and father and two of his brothers would be buried nearby. The child’s body was placed alongside a previous generation of his father’s family, John and Jaccintha Forppiano, his name etched below theirs on the simple granite gravestone.

His birth had been a happy occasion considered so newsworthy, given his father’s office, that the newspapers covered it. “New Son in Family of Assemblyman,” the Evening Sun reported. Less than four years later, so was his death. In the Baltimore Sun: “D’Alesandro’s Child to Be Buried Monday.”

More than a decade later, Big Nancy said the scars of her son’s death still felt fresh. “That is the kind of sorrow that cuts into your bones and leaves you so numb you feel nothing,” she said. “You think you will not live through it, but you do, and it leaves you with an immunity to lesser troubles.” She had survived this heartbreak. Now she could ignore “criticism, or snubs, or disappointment,” she said, as long as her children and husband were well and reasonably happy.

For the rest of her life, she said, not a single day went by when she didn’t think of little Nicky. When Nicholas died, his mother was five months pregnant. When the baby was born that summer, they would christen him with the same name, Nicholas. But in the years that followed, Big Nancy would always say that she had six sons, and seven children, making the point that the Nicholas they had lost had not been forgotten.

Big Nancy would always be ambitious and creative, an entrepreneur by nature. She was constrained not by a lack of imagination but by the limits of opportunity for women in her day. “I often think she was born fifty years too soon,” Nancy Pelosi said of her mother. “The truth is that my father and the times held her back.” If not for that, she predicted that her mother’s political career could have exceeded that of her father, or her own. “If she were starting out now,” Pelosi declared, “I’m sure she would be president of the United States.”

In 1936, Nancy D’Alesandro bought the copyright to a waltz called “I’m Dreaming,” the reason unclear. She composed a prose poem to motherhood, one her daughter would later send to friends when their mothers had passed away. (“Motherhood cannot be understood,” it said. “It has its overtones in all languages; like magic it weaves a pattern full of joys, tears, patience, love—each exalting like music of golden bells.”)

She was an inventor, proposing some ideas that seemed ridiculous at the time but now sound prescient. “She used to say to me when I was a little girl, ‘I know that this telephone can do more things,’” Nancy Pelosi told me. The daughter found that notion disconcerting, worrying about the repercussions of adding video—think FaceTime—to the telephones they had at home. “I was so afraid that she was going to be, like, ‘You have to get dressed to answer the phone.’”

In 1942, when her husband was serving in Congress, Big Nancy founded the Velvex Beauty Company, devoted to products that promised smoother, fresher, younger-looking skin by using special oils and an electrical device that gave steam facials. Later she registered her company and patented her inventions.

The patent submissions show black-and-white drawings from various angles of the “Beautifier Vaporizer for Treatment of the Skin.” The aluminum urn has a coil at its base, which heats water and oil when plugged in with an electrical cord. A small funnel at the top directs steam to the face of the user. (In 2018, the author’s son bought a used Velvex “Beauty by Vapor” machine on eBay for $33.74, a metal tag at the bottom crediting “Nancy D’Alesandro Inc.” It was still operational.)

She rented space on the ground floor of the building next to their home for a shop that offered her machines and creams and oils; she would describe them as “an old family beauty secret.” The enterprise was featured in articles in the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Baltimore Sun. “Taxpayers whose faces are becoming lined with worry over politics may be comforted by the news that the Mayor’s wife, Nancy D’Alesandro, has completed research on a process to refresh and beautify worn complexions,” the Sun reported in 1949. She is “smooth-skinned and radiant,” the reporter observed, and her device “enables her to face the public for about eight hours without even having to think about a powder puff.”

What Big Nancy yearned to do was to practice law, a career in which women were then seen as an oddity at best. She had hoped to study law after she graduated from the Institute of Notre Dame. More than a decade later, just months after Little Nancy was born, she enrolled at the University of Baltimore School of Law.

“When my children grow up, I’ll need another interest to keep me busy,” she explained to Sara Wilson, who wrote a column called “The Woman’s Angle” in Baltimore’s Evening Sun that featured chatty discursions on fashion, food, and family. “Even now the house seems empty because three of the children are in school. Tommy is in the seventh grade; Roosie is in the second; Nickie started in the first grade this week. That leaves me only Hector and Jo-Jo and Nancy during the daytime.”

The notion that having six children under the age of twelve, three of them not yet enrolled in school, would leave a mother with a lot of free time was surely a novel one, then and now. What’s more, her husband was a member of Congress and rarely around to help. But she explained her plan for time management. She would attend three evening classes in the fall and up to five in the winter. “The children always go to bed at 7 o’clock,” she said. She would be in class from 7:30 to 10:30 p.m. and study during the day.

“I spend most of my time in the front room here, anyway,” she said. During the interview, she answered phone calls and chatted in Italian with a neighbor who dropped by for help in filling out a government form. In one of the photographs with the story, Joseph is sitting on top of her desk, drawing; another shows six-month-old Nancy in her lap, chewing on the cord of the phone, while Hector drapes an arm around his mother.

“Don’t you see?” she said breezily. “The children take care of themselves. They play together, and the older ones look after the babies. Now that my eldest son is 11, there is little left for me to do. So I plan to go to school while I can.”

Her restless energy was apparent. Despite her key role in her husband’s political career, she wanted to do something beyond that, beyond being a wife and mother—something for herself. “I feel I should do something constructive to learn more,” she said. “I was married a year after I finished school, and this has been my first chance to study.”

But her carefully laid plans were soon upended. All at once, several of her sons developed whooping cough, demanding her time and attention. The disease was dangerous; the pertussis vaccine was just undergoing its first large-scale study in the 1930s. It was a terrifying time. Everyone remembered what had happened six years earlier, when Little Nicky had developed lobar pneumonia and died after just two days.

Her dreams of law school were over.

Her husband had never been enthusiastic about his wife’s aspirations. “My father was no help,” Nancy Pelosi told me. “I mean, he wanted her at home with the children. You get my point? I think he was more confining—not awful, but typical of the era. Why would he want her to have the independence of having a law degree?” When she wanted to invest in land in Ocean City, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, he said no. “I don’t want to use the word chauvinistic, but I guess that is the word. It’s just the way it was. He wanted her home.”

She was home, but she was more than a homemaker. Tommy the Elder and Big Nancy were a fiercely loyal couple and a formidable political partnership. Their skills complemented each other. He was a charismatic campaigner; she was a meticulous organizer. She wrote the fight song for his first campaign for Congress, to the tune of Notre Dame’s “Victory March,” to be sung at rallies. (“Cheer, cheer for Tommy D’A / He is the winner of every fray / Cast your vote for Tommy D’A / The defender of the U.S.A.”)

“She took an active part in my campaigns,” her husband said, calling her “a beautiful, intelligent woman well-versed in the affairs of Baltimore.” He also called her “an excellent cook.”

As he rose in politics, she rose in influence. Over time, she became a trusted adviser in private and a recognized enforcer in public, someone to be reckoned with. Just an invitation to sit at her table at the annual post-election ravioli dinner held at St. Leo’s could send a powerful message to insiders about who was welcome, about who was forgiven. She had clout even when her husband was no longer mayor.

During the 1984 campaign, just a month before Election Day, President Reagan made plans to visit Little Italy to dedicate a statue of Christopher Columbus, financed by local contributions and carved from white marble imported from Italy.

As Reagan’s visit to the park approached, Vince Culotta put a poster in the window at Sabatino’s Restaurant urging people to attend the celebration. “I don’t think the poster was in the window for ten minutes and I get a phone call and it was Miss Nancy,” he told me. She summoned him to her home a half block away.

“I’m very surprised at you,” Big Nancy rebuked him. “All the things your father and Tommy did together when he was in office and all that. I can’t believe you put that Republican poster in a window.” He tried to defend himself, arguing that the event wasn’t a partisan one, but he quickly gave up. He was muttering to himself as he walked back to his restaurant. “I said to myself, I was married, I had children, grown children, and I said to myself, ‘I got to be crazy. I got that woman in there and she’s in her eighties and she’s telling me what to do.’”

Did he remove the poster?

“Oh, yeah,” he told me. Of course.

An unsuspecting White House staffer had called the D’Alesandro house with an offer that most pols would consider appealing: a ride with the president to the event in his official limousine. Reagan could pick them up at their house. The woman’s voice on the other end of the line replied, “Tell them not to come anywhere near our house after all he’s done to poor people in our country.” The woman’s tone was so fierce that the staffer worried it might represent a threat to the president’s safety.

The D’Alesandros’ oldest son, himself a former mayor, was driving when the Secret Service called his car phone. Thomas D’Alesandro III pulled over to the side of the road to talk. The official relayed the disturbing conversation. Tommy the Younger assured him that his mother posed no actual physical threat.

When Reagan arrived in Little Italy that day, the D’Alesandros had decamped to her sister’s place for the day. But the house at 245 Albemarle Street was plastered with “Mondale for President” signs in every window.

Decades later, the statue would be back in the news. On the Fourth of July in 2020, demonstrators protesting Columbus as a symbol of racism against indigenous peoples toppled it with ropes and threw it into Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. Reporters in Washington asked Pelosi about the incident, suggesting that as an Italian American she might be dismayed.

But her response may have reflected her family’s dyspeptic attitude toward the statue from its start. “People will do what they do,” she said, shrugging.
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Nancy D’Alesandro would push to give her daughter opportunities she never had, and she reveled in the lives of her granddaughters. In 1993, when Christine Pelosi graduated from the Hastings College of the Law at the University of California, then passed the California bar exam, she sent a formal invitation to her grandmother for the ceremony at which she would take the attorney’s oath. She knew that Big Nancy, then eighty-four years old, wasn’t likely to travel across the country for it, but she thought the embossed announcement might please her.

“I’m the second happiest person to receive this notice from the bar exam,” Big Nancy wrote back in a letter that Christine framed. “How happy I am to see you accomplish what I could not 55 years ago.”

Years later, Nancy Pelosi was onstage at the University of Baltimore School of Law commencement to receive a doctor of laws degree, albeit an honorary one. When she delivered the graduation address there in 2013, she recalled how much her mother had longed to attend the school, and to become a lawyer. “She had started law school, and she had seven children, and so four of them were sick at one time; she had to quit, and she never really could go back,” she said. Then she quoted her mother’s message to a rising generation. “You’re living the dream that so many of us women had at that time,” she said, “but it just really wasn’t possible.”

Before she died in 1995, Big Nancy cheered the rise of women in jobs she could never have dreamed to hold. “During the Clinton years… she would be so excited every time he appointed a woman—Madeleine Albright, Wendy Sherman,” Nancy Pelosi told me. President Clinton appointed Madeleine Albright as the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations in 1993; she would later become the first woman to serve as secretary of state. Clinton named Sherman, a Baltimore native, as an assistant secretary of state in 1993; she later held senior posts at the State Department in the Clinton and Obama administrations.

By then, Big Nancy was a widow in her eighties, still living in the family home on Albemarle Street, her daughter a rising member of Congress from California.

“Every time a woman was appointed to something that she read in the paper, she would send me the clip,” Nancy Pelosi told me. She would say, “Make sure you tell them good luck and I’m rooting for them!”







CHAPTER TWO
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WELCOME TO AMERICA

1932—Montenerodomo, Abruzzo, Italy

Francesco Passalacqua was just a boy then. But a lifetime later, by then an old man in this Italian village, he could still remember when his cousin from the United States visited Montenerodomo, eager to see the place where his father had been born before emigrating across the Atlantic, never to return.

His cousin Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. was a charmer and a go-getter. Not yet thirty years old, he had been elected and reelected to the Maryland House of Delegates, representing Little Italy in Baltimore. Four years earlier, he had married his Italian-born wife at St. Leo’s Roman Catholic Church there; they already had two young sons, Thomas and Nicholas. Eventually, they would have six boys in a row, and then, finally, a girl they named Nancy. Perhaps he saw this as the perfect moment to visit his roots, to report back to his father about his hometown.

Montenerodomo seems impossibly isolated. That helps explain why Tommy’s father had left as a young man, and why he had never come back to visit. The town is perched on the spine of Italy, atop the Apennine Mountains. Getting there involves cutting off the main highway from Rome and traversing narrow, winding mountain roads. “Keep driving up, and then up, up, up,” advised Francesco Passalacqua’s granddaughter, named Francesca. The town was little more than a mountain spur of dark rock, she told us. Indeed, its ancient name was Montenero in Domini; montenero is Italian for “black mountain.” But the trek to the village, going up to an elevation of more than three thousand feet, brought the reward of breathtaking views—on a clear day, of the Tremiti archipelago in the Adriatic Sea.

It was here that Tommaso Fedele D’Alessandro, the grandfather of Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi, was born on September 11, 1868, to Giuseppe D’Alessandro and Lucia Rossi. (When he moved to the United States, the second “s” in his last name would be dropped; changes in the spelling of names weren’t uncommon during the immigration process at the time.) His family cultivated the rocky land and kept a few donkeys. In his hometown, the views were spectacular but his horizons were limited. To this day, the village retains the air of a world apart, home to 680 souls divided into two rival neighborhoods. For years, they rotated the town’s annual festival between the main squares on each side. Only recently had they built a central piazza on neutral ground, big enough to hold everyone for the feast day honoring St. Fidelis, the town’s patron saint and the source of Tommaso’s middle name.

Even now, Francesco—who was D’Alesandro’s second cousin—spoke only a local dialect, difficult for outsiders to understand. In a conversation for this book, family members translated for him to standard Italian.

The young American caused a stir when he visited Montenerodomo during the window between two world wars, while Benito Mussolini and his Fascist government were in power. Even the car D’Alesandro drove was a novelty, drawing attention and admiration when he parked it in the square. He visited the Shrine of St. Gabriel, taking along Francesco’s older brother. He asked to see the house where his father, Tommaso, was born.

Tommaso D’Alessandro had been twenty-two years old when he left Italy for the United States in 1890. He passed through Ellis Island, worked in New York, then ended up in Baltimore. In 1893, he married Marie Antoinette Foppiano, who had been born in Baltimore. She encouraged him to get more education, to raise his sights. (That fit a family pattern: Her ambition for her husband would be echoed a generation later by her formidable daughter-in-law, who would help propel Thomas Jr.’s political career.) In time, they would have a sprawling family of thirteen children. In their formal portrait, found in a cardboard box of unsorted memorabilia in their son’s mayoral archives, an aging Tommaso and Marie are seated side by side. A youthful Thomas Jr. stands just behind—a triangle of solemnity and solidity in the New World.

In Baltimore, Tommaso found a backbreaking job as a laborer at the local quarry. He worked for the railroad, helping dig the tunnel under the city. He earned fifteen or sixteen dollars a month toiling at the enormous pumping station that opened in 1911 at the edge of the harbor, bringing modern sewage treatment to Baltimore.

After getting married, he opened a small grocery on President Street in East Baltimore, living above the store. That was the home in which Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was born.

“My father didn’t make out very well with the store,” Tommy D’Alesandro said in an oral history he recorded when he was seventy-two years old. “Most of the people in the neighborhood were hard up and bought on credit—on the book, as they used to say—and when most of them didn’t or couldn’t pay, he went out of business.” The family was always pressed for money. His father often worked two jobs. “He was a city laborer for many years and during World War I he worked at night at the Bartlett-Hayward munitions plant and worked for the city during the day. He had to, with thirteen children and a wife to support.”

On the day his son was inaugurated at City Hall, in 1947, Tommaso was emotional. “This is a great country when you can be a city laborer and raise a son to be mayor,” he exclaimed to a friend during the ceremonies. Five years later, at Tommaso’s funeral, nearly twenty-five hundred mourners, congressmen and judges among them, gathered at St. Leo’s for a man the Evening Sun described as “an old Italian-American with a merry heart.”

After Tommy D’Alesandro visited his father’s hometown, his Montenerodomo cousins began to follow his political rise from a distance. He was elected a member of the Baltimore City Council in 1935, a U.S. representative in 1938, and mayor of Baltimore in 1947. But years down the road, they were slow to realize they had a connection to another rising American politician. Francesco’s sister, Anna, was the first to suspect their relationship to Nancy Pelosi. In 2007, Italian news outlets covered Pelosi’s election as Speaker of the House—newsworthy because she was not only the first woman to hold the job but also the first Italian American. She was the daughter of a former mayor of Baltimore, one story said, and Anna put two and two together. “Just wait and see that she turns out to be our relative,” she told the others after she saw a photograph of Pelosi. “This woman looks like us!”

Anna was right; she was Pelosi’s second cousin. Francesca was Pelosi’s second cousin, twice removed. In an interview for this book in 2019, at age thirty-two, the young woman bore such a strong resemblance that she could have been Pelosi’s daughter. What’s more, she and other family members had been active in local politics; perhaps it was in their DNA. “Who could have imagined it?” Francesca marveled.

When Nancy Pelosi made an official visit to Italy in 2009, the speaker of Italy’s Chamber of Deputies, Gianfranco Fini, presented her with the birth certificates of her grandparents. “Oh, mamma mia, I wasn’t expecting this,” Pelosi exclaimed. The itinerary for that six-day trip took her to Rome and Florence and Naples, and to the Vatican, where she had a testy meeting with Pope Benedict XVI, but not to Montenerodomo.

The mayor of Montenerodomo, Antonio Tamburrino, had read about her Italian tour. He wrote Pelosi a year later with an invitation to visit, offering to present her with a key to the city and to make her an honorary citizen. He didn’t get a response. He wrote again five years later, when she was scheduled to return to Italy to visit the international Expo 2015 in Milan. This time, someone from her staff called. But when he learned where the village was located, he demurred. The drive was too far and the town too remote, he told the mayor.

Indeed, none of the Montenerodomo kin had ever met Pelosi or seen her in person. They assumed they never would. Cosimo, Tommaso’s brother, had come the closest. In 1956, he emigrated with their sister, Emilia, to Perth, Australia. As an old man, he visited the United States as a tourist and found a plaque outside Pelosi’s congressional office on Capitol Hill. He took a picture of himself standing under the plaque, her name in bronze, and sent it back to the family in Italy.

It never occurred to him to step through the door and ask to meet his great-niece in person, or that she would have any interest in meeting him. “He told us, clearly one cannot just walk up to someone so famous,” Francesca explained. “Even if we are relatives, we will never get close.” Despite their family ties, she and her parents referred to her as “la Speaker” and “la Pelosi,” not presuming the familiarity to use her given name.

Still, they felt a common bloodline and a shared attraction to politics. “We are just a tiny dot” compared to Pelosi’s powerful role in politics, Francesca said, “but there is a bit of it in our blood.” She expressed pride in their connection, however distant. “It is surely an honor,” she told us in 2019. “She is pretty tough. With [President] Trump, she has to be at the top of her game, no?”

Nancy Pelosi credited her grit and stamina to her Italian heritage. “I’ve always thought I have more energy than anyone because I’m an Italian-American woman,” she said. Her Italian-born mother was a crucial partner in her husband’s political career. Her Italian grandmother had encouraged her husband to pursue bigger ambitions in a new land. Both women were willing to take risks. “I don’t know that I would have the drive, and the energy, and the enthusiasm, and the spirit if I were not Italian-American,” Pelosi said. “I really believe that.”

Her grandparents were part of a massive wave of immigration around the turn of the twentieth century from southern Italy to the United States, a land of opportunity, albeit not one where everyone was ready to welcome them. Italians gained the unhappy distinction of succeeding the Irish as the target of anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic bias, as a prime example of the perils to American workers posed by an influx of cheap labor. They were the victims of mob violence and lynching, and Congress overhauled immigration laws to keep out Italians and Jews.
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Tommaso D’Alessandro and Nicola Lombardi were born in villages just forty miles from each other, in the same mountainous part of Italy. But Nancy Pelosi’s grandfathers wouldn’t meet until their families settled across the street from one another in Baltimore’s Little Italy.

Nicola Lombardi, Pelosi’s maternal grandfather, was born on March 9, 1878, in Fornelli, Molise, to Giovanni Lombardi and Antonia Petrarca Lombardi. Fornelli was a “sister city” with Warwick, Rhode Island, and residents emigrating to America often would head there, at least at first, where a network of hometown connections could help them get started.

That was the pattern the Lombardi family followed. Antonia’s brother had moved to Warwick and opened a shop near a cotton mill. The mill needed workers, and he urged his sister to send her children. Ernesto and Elvira, then twelve and sixteen years old, immigrated in 1897, taking jobs at the mill and finding housing for a time above Vaccaro’s Bar. Their older brother, Nicola, arrived a year later. He was twenty.

Nicola would find his bride in America, another Italian emigrée, Concettina Millio, born on April 10, 1883, in Montagnareale, in Sicily. At age twenty, in 1903, she arrived in Boston from a ship that had departed from Naples. Two years later, she and Nicola were married. Soon afterward, they moved back to Fornelli, where Nicola’s family had a pasta shop. Their return wasn’t unusual. Unlike some immigrant groups, most Italians came to the United States not to flee religious or political persecution but to earn money. “Birds of passage,” they were called, moving back when they had saved enough to buy a plot of land in their homeland.

In Fornelli, Concettina Millio Lombardi gave birth to four of their five children, including Annunziata, who would grow up to be Nancy Pelosi’s mother. She was born on March 30, 1909, in the family’s home at the top of Via Laurelli, near what had been her father’s pasta shop. A century later, Villa Lombardi was still standing, now owned by a distant cousin.

When the shop fell on hard times, the family headed back to the United States, this time for good. Concettina’s brother Emilio was living in Baltimore, so they moved there. Nicola opened a pasta shop on the edge of Little Italy, much like the one he had run in his Italian hometown. Annunciata was three years old.

Nancy Pelosi’s mother would never return to Fornelli, but her maternal grandfather would visit several times. He returned at middle age, in 1922, when he was forty-four years old, and again as an old man, in 1949, in the aftermath of World War II. Then seventy-one, he attended a family wedding and stayed for six months, living in the home of some cousins. It was their daughter who was getting married.

The bride’s nineteen-year-old brother was Romano Pilla. Decades later, at age eighty-nine and a man of few words, Romano remembered the visit. In an interview for this book, he recalled Nicola Lombardi as “a large man, very tall.” As with Thomas D’Alesandro Jr.’s visit to Montenerodomo, Nicola’s arrival in a car was the source of excitement. Many Italian families didn’t own cars until the 1950s, and the transition to automobiles was even slower in such a small town.

After Nicola returned to the United States, he kept in touch with his relatives in Fornelli. In 1952, he sent a picture postcard that showed him and his wife with their grown daughter. By then, their daughter was married to Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. and the mother of seven, among them Little Nancy. “A memory of cousins: Nicola and Concettina Lombardi and daughter Nunziatina D’Alessandro,” he inscribed on the back. The postcard was part of a stack of yellowing family letters and photos that Nicola’s cousin passed on to her son, Luciano Mascio, in 2017.

The postcard piqued Luciano Mascio’s curiosity. A financial consultant at an Italian bank who lived in the nearby town of Monteroduni, he had never heard of his D’Alesandro relatives. The postcard’s inscription prompted him to begin researching his genealogy with the help of a friend, Rita Ucci. He discovered his family ties to Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. and Nancy Pelosi.

For a time, Mascio and Ucci posted news of Pelosi’s hometown ties on a Facebook page designed to connect the town with residents who had moved away. They called it “Fornelli nel Cuore” (“Fornelli in our Heart”). But they stopped posting items about her because of the heated responses they would draw, a reflection of the toxic politics in the United States. “Basically, every time we posted something about Nancy Pelosi, the people of Fornelli in America latched on to it,” Ucci said. “The young people think she is too old-school. There are some people who say they are embarrassed because she is for abortion. Some who say she is bad, they say all kinds of things.”

Still, they hoped Nancy Pelosi would one day visit Fornelli, where her mother had been born. If Nancy Pelosi would ever visit Fornelli, she would be “welcomed triumphantly,” Ucci promised.

Mascio began: “I am convinced that even those in America who criticize her—”

Ucci completed the thought: “—would change their minds in the moment she draws near.”
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Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. and Nancy Pelosi would remember the experiences their family had in immigrating to the United States—both the hope of a new land and the sting of anti-immigrant sentiment. They would apply the lessons to those coming to America from other places and under different circumstances. D’Alesandro would become an active voice on behalf of Jews trying to flee Nazi Germany. A generation later, Pelosi would push for legal status for young people who had been brought into the country illegally as children, the so-called Dreamers.

During the back-and-forth on immigration policy with President Donald Trump, the signature issue of his 2016 campaign, Nancy Pelosi bristled at his demand that the immigration system be overhauled to rely more heavily on “merit.” The president repeatedly proposed replacing family-based immigration rules with a system that would favor those who had higher levels of education and more financial resources.

“But I just want to just say something about the word that they use, merit,” Pelosi told reporters one day on Capitol Hill, her disdain for the word apparent in her tone. “It is really a condescending word. Are they saying family is without merit? Are they saying most of the people who have ever come to the United States in the history of our country are without merit because they don’t have an engineering degree?”

In other words, were they saying that her grandparents, who arrived without education or money, taking just about any job they could get, were without merit? That her father, who never graduated from high school but would become the groundbreaking mayor of a major American city, didn’t deserve to be here?







CHAPTER THREE
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LITTLE NANCY AND THE FAVOR FILE

March 26, 1940—Baltimore, Maryland

Nancy’s birth made headlines.

“It’s a Girl for the D’Alesandros,” the Baltimore News-Post trumpeted over a four-column photo that showed the swaddled newborn. She had been born only hours earlier, on March 26, 1940, at St. Joseph Hospital. Her mother, propped up on pillows and wearing an embroidered nightgown, was holding the eight-and-a-half-pound baby; the beaming father and five brothers surrounded them. The Baltimore Sun had a more political take: “Tommy D’Alesandro Announces Another Sure Vote—It’s a Girl.” The Baltimore Guide offered a prediction that in retrospect seems prescient. “D’Alesandro Will Find New Boss in First Daughter,” it said, adding, “We predict that this little lady will soon be a ‘Queen’ in her own right.”

Her big brothers weren’t enthusiastic about having a sister join their all-male ranks, her father told reporters, but the neighborhood was delighted. “The whole community was rooting for a girl,” her oldest brother, Tommy, then eleven, would recall.

From the start, Nancy Patricia D’Alesandro would grow up in the public eye, her childhood suffused with politics, the high-minded and the nitty-gritty. When she emerged as an increasingly powerful member of Congress, her political lineage would go unrecognized by many because as an adult she had moved to the other coast and taken her husband’s name. When she was first elected Speaker of the House in 2007, it was news to some that Nancy Pelosi’s father had once been a powerful big-city mayor.

But in Baltimore during those days, just about everybody knew the D’Alesandro family. In their time, they were a local version of what the Kennedy dynasty would become on a national scale, their careers and controversies scrutinized, their home life breathlessly chronicled. Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was an up-and-coming pol with a glamorous wife. At thirty-six, he had already served two terms in the state legislature and a stint on the Baltimore City Council, then been elected to Congress. He represented Maryland’s Third District, centered in Baltimore. He had ousted a six-term incumbent, Vincent Palmisano, in the Democratic primary. Years earlier, Palmisano, a political leader who lived around the corner, had taken an instant dislike to the younger man when he wanted to run for Maryland House of Delegates. Later, it would be D’Alesandro who ended Palmisano’s career by winning his House seat.

That would provide one of the political lessons that Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi never forgot.

“Power’s not anything that anybody gives away,” she would declare. “You have to fight for it.” It was a precept that her father had followed in challenging Palmisano. It was advice she dispensed to Democrats contemplating tough contests. It was the approach she would apply in her own career, winning a position in the House Democratic leadership that a rival had assumed he was in line to claim. That bitter contest put her on the path to become the most powerful woman in the history of American politics.

Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. had long been at odds with Vincent Palmisano. But the most painful grievance he nursed wasn’t their clash of ambitions or their differences over fealty to FDR. It was Palmisano’s failure to make even a gesture of sympathy to his family at its saddest moment, when three-year-old Nicholas died of pneumonia in 1934. “He didn’t even have respect for me to come and visit my boy,” D’Alesandro said decades later. He was an old man by then, but he hadn’t forgotten. “I used to go see him when he was sick. I didn’t think it was personal when you’re in politics.”

That was another lesson his daughter would never forget. She understood the power of paying respects, of sharing life’s joys and hardships—a sincere gesture of humanity, to be sure, and one that built enduring relationships. Two former Senate majority leaders, Republican Bob Dole and Democrat Harry Reid, each told me with delight that she remembered their birthdays every year by sending her signature white orchids. “I don’t agree with her philosophy, but I agree with her as a friend,” Dole said. When we talked, he was a few weeks from celebrating his ninety-seventh birthday, and looking forward to the annual delivery.

At times of grief, she would make time for those who had lost a loved one, for allies and adversaries, for the prominent and the not so prominent.

When a Washington reporter who had covered her lost her mother, Pelosi sent a poem about motherhood that her own mother had written. On Election Day in 2018, when she faced endless demands for her time and attention, she sat for more than an hour at the apartment of a former classmate whose husband had just died, as though there was nowhere else she could possibly want to be.

And when congressional scholar Norman Ornstein was sitting shiva for his son, who had died in a tragic accident at age thirty-four, Pelosi came to his house and stayed with the grieving family for three hours even though it was a hectic time for her, during the opening days of the 114th Congress. “She didn’t have to do that,” Ornstein said. “She could have sent a note; she could have come, paid her respects, and left.” That was in 2015; when he told me the story five years later, he began to weep at the memory.

She had the deep understanding of politics, bred in her bones, that is particular to those for whom public office is the family business.

“What I learned from my father was everything,” she said. “I didn’t learn like you learn lessons. I learned by osmosis. I breathed it in. You can’t articulate it. Politics is every minute of every day. It is part of you.” At a celebratory dinner at a restaurant in downtown Washington on the day she was first sworn in to Congress, her brother rose to deliver a toast. His sister was “a thoroughbred,” Tommy D’Alesandro III proclaimed. She had been born for the political career she was then starting, he said, though it had taken some time for that to unfold.

A week before she was born, her father had announced his candidacy for a second term in the House of Representatives.

“Even those who for political reasons oppose me will admit that I have brought more to the Third District in the time I have been in Congress than was brought to it in the previous twelve years,” he declared, a swipe at Palmisano, his predecessor. The next Congress would face grave responsibilities as the threat of war loomed, he went on. A year later, on December 7, 1941, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor would catapult the United States into World War II. D’Alesandro embraced a strong defense, endorsed the leadership of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, and advocated free trade. He warned against “Communism, Nazism, Fascism and excessive nationalism.”

When his wife went into labor eight days later, D’Alesandro was in Washington, on the floor of the House. He was lobbying for the National Youth Administration bill, an FDR initiative to provide job training for young people. He cast his vote for it before rushing to his wife’s side, arriving before the baby was born at 3:10 p.m.

“We were all christened into the Roman Catholic Church and the Democratic Party,” Nancy Pelosi said. During her first campaign, running for Congress in 1987, she objected to the caricature of herself as a “wealthy dilettante,” a socialite who only dabbled in politics. “Our whole lives were politics,” she told Jerry Roberts of the San Francisco Chronicle. “If you entered the house, it was always campaign time, and if you went into the living room, it was always constituent time.”

Even as a little girl, she learned to be wary of Republicans and their ways. When she accompanied her parents to a polling place one Election Day, a GOP poll worker handed her a small toy elephant as a souvenir. Sensing a trap, she recoiled and quickly handed it back. “He thinks I don’t know what that is,” she said years later, laughing.

She knew what it was, even then.
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In those days, no one in the family, including Nancy herself, thought she was destined for a career in politics. Her father’s political ambitions for the next generation were invested in his firstborn son, who had an easygoing charm though he lacked his father’s taste for partisan combat. In 1967, Tommy the Younger would be elected to a term as mayor of Baltimore himself. But when Nancy D’Alesandro was born, no woman had ever served in Congress from Maryland. Not until 2007 would Baltimore elect its first female mayor.

Decades later, from her suite on the second floor of the Capitol, Nancy Pelosi expressed exasperation with those who confidently asserted that she had yearned for office from childhood. “That’s not who I am,” she said. “I didn’t even see myself in that kind of role.” Countering that misperception was her chief motivation in writing her memoir, she told me. Interestingly enough, though, she titled the 2008 book Know Your Power.

Her energetic mother did have a career in mind for her only daughter, but it was in one of the few fields then open to women. She wanted her daughter to have “the freedom to fly away and experience life on my own terms,” but she also wanted “to protect me from the world, with all its potential heartaches and disappointments,” Nancy Pelosi said. “And in her mind, the answer to this dilemma was simple: I should become a nun.”

When Democrats won control of the House in 2006, paving the way for her to become the first female Speaker, then-congressman Rahm Emanuel of Illinois gave her a kiss as she made her way to the podium to accept the endorsement of the Democratic Caucus for the post. “Your parents would be so proud,” he whispered in her ear. She thought, “In that instant I was taken to Baltimore, to our home, and I thought, well, my parents would be so proud.” Then she told her fellow Democrats about Emanuel’s comment, and offered a clarification. “They didn’t raise me to be Speaker of the House,” she said. “They raised me to be holy, to be good, and that was their measure of what they would be happy about.”

Big Nancy, who kept statues of the Blessed Mother in her home and religious books on her bedside table, made no secret of her plan for her daughter’s future as a nun. That ambition was not uncommon for devout Catholic families at the time. “You know, her mother really wanted a girl—[after] five boys,” Jeanne Lynch, a friend and classmate of Nancy D’Alesandro at Trinity College, told me. “I always had the impression that her mother promised God, ‘Give me a girl and I’ll put her in the convent for you.’” A fair share of Little Nancy’s high school class would enter religious orders when they graduated in 1958, although not all of them would stay. “Her mother thought she would make a good nun,” Mary Ann Campanella, a neighbor and childhood playmate of Nancy from Little Italy, told me.

Early on, though, Little Nancy decided the religious life wasn’t for her, at least not the one her mother had in mind. “I didn’t think I wanted to be a nun,” she told the National Catholic Reporter years later. “But I thought I might want to be a priest. There seemed to be a little more power there, a little more discretion over what was going on in the parish.”

Nancy D’Alesandro grew up serious about her faith and sheltered by her family.

She lived at 245 Albemarle, a narrow street in the middle of Little Italy. Her paternal grandparents lived at 235 Albemarle and her maternal grandparents at 204 Albemarle. Aunt Jessie lived at 314 Albemarle. Aunt Mary had settled around the corner, on Eastern Avenue. St. Leo the Great Roman Catholic Church, the center of neighborhood life, was two blocks away, on South Exeter.

To accommodate their growing family, her parents added a third floor to their row house, with an office for her father and bedrooms for her brothers. Nancy’s bedroom was on the second floor, next to her mother’s room. On the first floor, Big Nancy used the front room as an office to see a steady stream of her husband’s constituents. She would convene meetings for her army of women volunteers in the club room in the basement.

She had a taste for finery. “My mother wanted three things,” Nancy Pelosi told me. “She wanted oriental rugs, she wanted a piano, and she wanted a painting of the family.” She had all three of them in her home, although after her death the family portrait would end up on display across the street, in a Little Italy restaurant.

A Baltimore Sun profile from 1948 described oyster gray curtains in the living room and red upholstered benches in the dining room. “In Mrs. D’Alesandro’s room, decorated in shades of pink, deeper rose and blue, there is a canopied bed with a rose satin spread over white marquisette ruffles,” wrote reporter Margaret Dempsey, who happened to be a groundbreaking female journalist. (The seven photos accompanying the story were taken by A. Aubrey Bodine, who would become a prominent photographer.) “There is a blue satin love seat, a built-in mirrored dressing room, Hollywood style, and a white telephone.”

Mayor D’Alesandro’s room on the third floor featured a mahogany bed with a gray spread, monogrammed in maroon. An easy chair sat in one corner, a phone beside it. In another corner stood a small statue of Mother Cabrini, an Italian immigrant who became a naturalized citizen. She had been canonized in 1946, making her the first U.S. citizen to be declared a saint. The mayor kept a vigil light burning before her statue.

Tommy the Elder was a traditionalist when it came to his only daughter, objecting even to the idea, when she was a young teenager, that she would cut her long hair. She was well behaved and usually respectful of the curfews her parents set. In short, she was the model of a teenage girl of the Silent Generation. (Later, she would become a more disruptive force in matters of politics and gender, albeit one who retained the manners and posture that the nuns had drilled into their charges.)

For now, Nancy D’Alesandro’s defiance of her parents’ rules amounted mostly to pedaling her bicycle on the street and taking surf mats to ride the waves off Ocean City, Maryland, during summers on the Eastern Shore. “It was the era of Elvis Presley, cling-on skirts, cinch belts, Peter Pan collars, circle pins, charm bracelets and an occasional—but they tell me not to say this—an occasional cashmere sweater set,” she said, a posh pleasure. “It was my youth.”

She never rebelled?

“It wasn’t even an option,” she said years later. “This is the ’50s.” But she acknowledged that she would sometimes sneak out at night during high school. “Don’t tell,” she added with a laugh.

A friend from those days, Ted Venetoulis, told me she reminded everyone of Audrey Hepburn. “She had a certain humorous innocence,” said Venetoulis, who would have a political career of his own, elected as Baltimore County executive. He described her as bright and unpretentious and shy, as someone who would never try to make other people aware that her father was the mayor. Nancy was smarter and more studious than he was. “I remember she was doing a paper on Emily Dickinson,” a poet unknown to him. “If she wasn’t a linebacker for the Colts,” he joked about Dickinson, “I wouldn’t know who she was.”




[image: image]







Nancy’s brothers attended elementary school in the neighborhood, at St. Leo’s. But Big Nancy from the start insisted that her daughter enroll at the Institute of Notre Dame, her alma mater. It was on the other side of downtown Baltimore, on Aisquith Street. The School Sisters of Notre Dame, founded in Bavaria in 1833, had traveled to the United States in 1847 to educate German immigrants, especially girls and women. The first school they opened in this new land was the Institute of Notre Dame in Baltimore.

By the time Nancy D’Alesandro enrolled in the school a century later, the students were no longer only German; they came from Catholic families across the city, from Irish and Italian and Polish neighborhoods. Barbara Mikulski, the daughter of a Polish American grocer, was four years ahead of Nancy. Mikulski would become a community organizer—challenging, among other things, the D’Alesandro political machine. In time, she would be the first woman elected to the U.S. Senate from Maryland and the longest-serving woman in the history of Congress.

Mikulski graduated in 1954, Pelosi in 1958, but they were aware of each other while schoolmates at Notre Dame. “We had a mayor’s daughter, we had a classmate whose father was a judge, but we also had new immigrants who had come after World War II and all that,” Mikulski told me. Each morning, Nancy D’Alesandro “arrived in a car; I arrived in a bus. But the great thing about these Catholic schools—we all wore uniforms; they treated us all the same.”

“Nancy’s father was the mayor and my dad was a letter carrier,” classmate Linda Wanner told me. “That school was the great leveling field where girls could grow into womanhood not on the amount of money they had, but on their schoolwork and their charity.”

At the time, there were few women in elective office. When Nancy graduated from high school, there were a total of sixteen women in Congress. That was presumably one reason why it never occurred to Barbara Mikulski or Nancy D’Alesandro or the other girls that a political career could be an option. Even so, the education at Notre Dame was rigorous and the expectations high. Years later, Pelosi could quote from memory the framed statement that hung in the school vestibule: “School is not a Prison, it is not a Playground, it is Time, it is Opportunity.”

“We were educated where it had to be intellectual rigor and a life of service, those were the two things,” Mikulski said. “You really had to be smart and you had to keep up. We had courses like speech, debating; you had to stand up, speak up, and not shut up.… We were taught to debate the Jesuit boys—meaning the boys from Loyola [High School]—and we were taught to stand up.”

Nancy joined the school’s debate team her freshman year; the designated topic would seem surprisingly current decades later: “Resolved: The Federal Government Should Initiate a Policy of Free Trade Among Nations Friendly to the United States.” She wasn’t a star debater, but she was known to be both tenacious and diplomatic. (Classmates from those days told me they could see flashes of the same style years later when they watched her on C-SPAN as she spoke on the floor of the House.)

When the students arrived at school each morning, Sister Mary Lenore Bowling, the principal, would be standing on the steps. She was there in part to make sure that no student’s uniform, a simple light blue dress with a white princess collar, had been hemmed immodestly short. Between classes, the students would walk down the halls in single file and an imposed silence. At chapel each day at noon, “we would decide what sins we had committed in the morning and make resolutions to be a better person in the afternoon,” classmate Ann Seeley told me. What possible sins might have been committed by the girls of Notre Dame? “Maybe we talked when we shouldn’t have?” she suggested.

The nuns sought to instill a commitment to social justice, even among the girls who didn’t plan to join a religious order. The engraved message over the threshold of the school’s gabled double doors was PRO DEO ET PATRIA (“For God and Country”).

When Nancy D’Alesandro was six years old, she visited Washington for the first time. The family was attending the swearing-in ceremony for her father’s fifth congressional term. “My brothers were excited,” she said. “As our car approached the Capitol, they kept saying, ‘Nancy, look at the Capitol.’ I said I didn’t see any capitals. They insisted, and finally I asked, ‘Is it a capital A, B, or C?’”

Joey pointed his sister in the right direction. “I didn’t see the giant letters I expected,” she said. “Instead, I saw a stunning building with a magnificent white dome.”

A year later, her father was elected mayor, a job he would hold until after she had graduated from high school. But his prominence offered her no protection from the nuns’ rules, or their ire. There was the time that her sophomore class dissolved into uncontrollable giggles during a performance before a school assembly in celebration of Shakespeare. One classmate and then nearly all of them were undone by language from The Tempest that struck them as embarrassingly suggestive: “Where the bee sucks, there suck I.” At the Latin class that followed, Sister Mary Lenore singled out Nancy as though she was responsible, although she hadn’t played any special role in her class’s meltdown. “And you, a Latin scholar!” the nun scolded her in front of the rest of the class.

Nancy was among the top students, invariably prepared, a discipline she would continue for the rest of her life. She would devour Time magazine every week. The school chose her to compete in a news quiz that Time was sponsoring for high school students. A half century later, she still remembered with vexation the only question she missed: “What is a hatchback?”

“I didn’t have the faintest, remotest idea,” she told Karen Tumulty of Time. “I guess it’s getting common usage, but at the time, it was the new car.” She had never forgotten the question or, apparently, forgiven her misstep.

Little Nancy’s unconvincing insistence to friends that she was winging it became the source of teasing. The description of her in her senior yearbook, The Clarissian, called her “pleasant and sincere… tres feminine,” and then mockingly quoted her: “I haven’t opened a book yet.” For a time, the mayor’s driver would bring her to school each morning—sometimes her father was also in the car, on his way to City Hall—but she didn’t put on airs.

“She’d hop out and she was regular Nancy,” said Karen Kadar, a friend and high school classmate. “For those four years, she was just Nancy.”

If her father wasn’t in the car, she would sometimes ask his driver to drop her off a block or two from school so she wouldn’t be pulling up to the entrance in the mayor’s limousine. By the time she was in high school, she was allowed to take the bus. “She didn’t act like a diva,” Mikulski said.

“My whole thing was just to be normal,” Pelosi told me. “Just to be an unrecognizable, normal, 1950s teenager.”
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Outside the tall doors of the Institute of Notre Dame, though, she was not just Nancy. She was the adorable sidekick for her father’s photo ops and the promising vehicle for her mother’s unrealized ambitions. When Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was sworn in as mayor for the first time, his seven-year-old daughter held the Bible and delivered her first political speech. “Dear Daddy, I hope this holy book will guide you to be a good man,” she said solemnly, wearing white gloves and a frilly hat. A newspaper photo of the moment shows her father towering over her on the dais in front of City Hall, watching with a benevolent gaze. Another man is crouched next to her, holding a microphone from radio station WCBM to capture her words.

For years, an oversized oil portrait of the family was displayed in the living room of the D’Alesandro home, titled Victory Night/May 6, 1947. Nancy is front and center, as though perhaps the little girl was the one who had been elected mayor that day. Her mother sits to one side of her, Bible in hand; her father sits to the other side, clasping his daughter’s hand and sporting his signature bow tie. Standing behind them are her five brothers, dressed in suits and ties. Everyone is wearing subdued black and tan except Little Nancy, whose bright white dress is iridescent, with a matching headband and shoes and socks. Hanging over the fireplace mantel behind the family is a portrait of George Washington.

(The painting of the family eventually ended up on the wall at Germano’s Piattini, one of Little Italy’s iconic restaurants. After Big Nancy died in 1995, it was eventually taken across the street to hang on display, with updated commentary. “Be careful with Nancy’s painting,” a small sign next to it warned visitors in 2019. “She will impeach you.” The message had a weird resonance for one accidental diner during President Trump’s impeachment. Adam Schiff, the California congressman who was the lead impeachment manager, happened to go to Baltimore with his wife on a Saturday during the Senate trial; they searched online for a restaurant with vegan options. They ended up at Germano’s. Schiff called Pelosi on his cell phone to report that he was looking at her portrait as a child. “It’s spooky, right?” she told me.)

From the day she was born, Little Nancy was a familiar figure to anyone who read the city’s newspapers. At age seven, she was at City Hall to present a key to the city to an esteemed visitor from the Vatican, the Right Reverend Monsignor Lucinio Reflee, conductor of the Roman Singers of Sacred Music. When she was eight, the city named its new forty-six-foot harbor patrol boat the Nancy D’Alesandro. At nine, she christened the city’s new fireboat, Cascade, a refurbished submarine chaser from World War I. At thirteen, she was christening The Mainliner Baltimore, a twin-engine Convair that United Airlines was using to begin regularly scheduled flights at what was then named Friendship Airport.

“Little Nancy, with her long, beautiful hair and gamine face, is the princess in the ivory tower, the fairy child, whose school average is 97, the daughter who came after six sons,” the Baltimore Sun gushed in a profile of her mother.

She was twelve years old when her parents took her with them to her first Democratic National Convention, in 1952 in Chicago. She brought along a toy donkey she named Adlai after that year’s presidential nominee, Illinois governor Adlai Stevenson.

Four years later, she filled in for her mother at a dinner being held for a rising young senator from Massachusetts. Knowing how enamored her daughter was with John F. Kennedy, Big Nancy feigned illness and sent Little Nancy in her stead, to be seated at the head table, next to JFK. He was the guest speaker at a dinner sponsored by the United Nations Association of Maryland; his book Profiles in Courage had recently been published. A group of high school students invited Nancy to sit at their table, with her peers. “What do I do?” she would later recall to an audience at the JFK Library that included Senator Ted Kennedy. “I’m usually so courteous and accept that lovely invitation but, Teddy, it just wasn’t going to happen,” she said to laughter. “So I said to them, ‘I’d be so honored but I’m taking my mother’s place tonight and I couldn’t possibly leave this empty seat.’”

A photographer snapped a photo of her standing next to Kennedy. “Save this picture,” a woman at the dinner told the sixteen-year-old. “One day he may be president.” She took the woman’s advice. The photo shows JFK in a tux, looking at Nancy, who is smiling shyly at the camera. She is wearing over-the-elbow white gloves and a formal gown, a cinched belt over a wide gathered skirt.
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Her father was a master of the outside game of politics. “A phenomenal natural politician,” his daughter would say at a time she was in a position to judge. He was the sort of indefatigable campaigner who drew energy from crowds, a skillful storyteller with an oversized personality. More than once after his annual reception for constituents on New Year’s Eve, he would shake so many hands and with such enthusiasm that his battered right hand would have to be bandaged. His daughter sometimes stood beside him in the reception line, shaking hands herself, wearing white gloves.

She also learned politics from her mother, a master of the inside game.

Big Nancy knew how to rally women’s groups and deploy them, how to grant favors and then cash them in, how to keep score. “She was always there when I needed her,” Tommy the Elder said of his wife shortly before he died in 1987. “Every election I ran, Nancy was pregnant. But she’d organize the ladies to address envelopes, write letters and make fliers. Every night she had the ravioli and lasagna parties with the neighborhood ladies. She did the work.”

“She was the powerhouse of Albemarle Street,” California congresswoman Anna Eshoo, one of Pelosi’s closest friends, told me. “She knew where every vote was. She was really like a director of social services.”

She trained her daughter how to keep the “Favor File,” a distinctively D’Alesandro system during those days before computers. It became the stuff of local legend, taking the classic rewards of political machines to a new level. Constituents would line up on the sidewalk outside the house on Albemarle Street, seeking, well, favors. They would file in past presidential portraits of FDR and Harry Truman and take a chair on one side of a big desk. Big Nancy would be seated on the other side, ready to chat in Italian if an immigrant didn’t speak English. Little Nancy was often seated by her side, taking notes in her careful hand.

The system started when Tommy D’Alesandro was a congressman and expanded when he was mayor. “When someone came in with a request, Mommy wrote it down on a piece of yellow paper and put it in a folder,” Nancy Pelosi recalled. Later, the notations would be typed on index cards and filed. “Then, when that person got on his or her feet and someone else came in looking for similar help, my mother would take out the slip of paper and call on the first person to help the second.” Those who got help could also be deployed at election time to stuff envelopes, pass out flyers, attend rallies. And, of course, to vote.

Even when she was too young to open the door to strangers, Little Nancy was taking notes and making phone calls. “When I was a little girl, I knew how to tell somebody who to call to get on welfare, into a project, a bed in a city hospital, you name it,” Pelosi said. “That’s what our home was about.” A childhood playmate, Mary Ann Campanella, told me that her friend at age eight or nine already had a political sophistication the rest of them lacked. “She knew the word ‘constituent,’ which we didn’t,” she said dryly.

The D’Alesandro home had a phone number just about everybody in the city seemed to know—Calvert 4890—and so many callers that eventually nine phone lines were installed. “I say this braggadociously: I don’t know anyone in Baltimore who knew more people and did more favors than my mother and father in their heyday,” said her brother Tommy D’Alesandro III, himself a former mayor. “That was the atmosphere into which Nancy was born.”

For a time, wanting for space in the small row house overflowing with six children, her father would store copies of the Congressional Record under Nancy’s bed.

Nancy D’Alesandro’s childhood was a master class in politics—not the philosophical but the pragmatic. It was about how to help constituents land a job or find an apartment, how to get an ailing grandmother admitted to a hospital or an errant son sprung from jail. It was about forging alliances and building coalitions across ethnic lines, favor by favor, for the long haul.

She learned from a charismatic father who had never lost an election and an ambitious mother who organized the grass roots. The challenges of having five older brothers forced her to figure out how to assert herself. The teachers in her all-female school expected girls to take positions of leadership—“to stand up, speak up, and not shut up,” as Barbara Mikulski put it. Early on, Little Nancy gained the poise to appear before cameras at a photo op and the bones to negotiate a government bureaucracy.

The combination of it all would make her formidable and fearless, although decades would pass before she recognized the possibilities for herself as a candidate, as an officeholder, as a leader.

Working on the Favor File, Little Nancy learned to listen, to understand not only what someone said but what they meant. Those were skills that would later help make her an effective legislative captain, when her constituents weren’t voters lined up on the sidewalk but fellow politicians in the corridors of the Capitol. At meetings of the House Democratic Caucus, Pelosi could be endlessly patient in hearing out other members of Congress—a loquacious group—while her colleagues became restless. Allies say her command of Democratic ranks was grounded in her ability to figure out what was motivating others, sometimes with more clarity and insight than they had themselves.
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Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was born to be mayor of Baltimore, and during a time when big cities were booming. It was a role he relished more than being a member of Congress. He was no longer one vote out of 435 House members, working his way up the seniority ladder in committees. As mayor of his hometown, he had the power to get things done. Big things.

“He had a love affair with the city of Baltimore,” Nancy Pelosi said. “He loved the city, and he loved being the mayor.”

He brought back major-league baseball to the city—no easy task, getting the St. Louis Browns to become the Baltimore Orioles—and he thought big. During his twelve years as mayor, the city paved hundreds of miles of streets and opened eighty-seven new schools, including some that replaced second-rate facilities that had been assigned to Black students in those segregated days. He opened the Baltimore Harbor Tunnel and dedicated Friendship International Airport. He was so proud of the new airport that he overcame his phobia of flying so he could accompany President Truman aboard Air Force One for its inaugural arrival.

“I said 300 Hail Marys, 50 Our Fathers and the best doggone Act of Contrition of my life,” he said afterward.

D’Alesandro’s political strength was grounded in working-class neighborhoods, albeit more in White precincts than Black ones. When he was first elected mayor, in 1947, he carried two-thirds of the vote in White working-class wards, 44 percent of the Black wards.

In 1948, he accepted on behalf of the city a bronze statue in Wyman Park honoring Confederate generals Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson, side by side on horseback. A Baltimore banker, J. Henry Ferguson, had bequeathed $75,000 for the monument honoring his childhood heroes. “Today, with our nation beset by subversive groups and propaganda which seeks to destroy our national unity, we can look for inspiration to the lives of Lee and Jackson to remind us to be resolute and determined in preserving our sacred institutions,” D’Alesandro told a crowd of three thousand, among them Governor William Preston Lane Jr. The statue wasn’t controversial then, but it was later. In 2017, after violent protests in Charlottesville, Virginia, over Confederate statutes there, the Baltimore City Council ordered it removed.

That said, D’Alesandro had an admirable record on one of the most racially charged issues of the day, the desegregation of public schools. Almost six months before the Supreme Court handed down its landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, a reporter asked him how the city would respond if the court ordered desegregation. “It will be my duty and the responsibility of the Board of School Commissioners to carry out the mandate of the Supreme Court,” he replied.

When the high court ruled that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional, D’Alesandro said he agreed with it. “I asked the nuns,” he said. “They said it was right, so I went with the nuns.” Baltimore became one of the first major cities in the country to desegregate its schools citywide.

The court decision accelerated White flight to the suburbs across the country, increasing the percentage and the power of African Americans in urban centers. In Baltimore, the population was about one-fifth Black when D’Alesandro was first elected mayor, in 1947. By the time he left City Hall, in 1959, it was more than one-third Black. By 1980, African Americans comprised a majority of the city.

Tommy D’Alesandro ruled in an era when big-city mayors had a certain swagger, from Fiorello La Guardia in New York to Richard J. Daley in Chicago. It was a time of bosses and patronage, of walking-around money on Election Day and no-show jobs afterward. Jack Pollack, a local businessman and political ally, once asked D’Alesandro to give a friend a city job, prompting an exchange that became the stuff of local legend. “What can he do?” the mayor asked.

“Well, he really can’t do anything,” Pollack acknowledged in a conversation witnessed by an associate, one who would later become a judge.

D’Alesandro was unfazed. “Good,” he replied. “Then we don’t need to break him in.”

But the norms of politics were changing, and the scrutiny was increasing. Scandals both personal and political were about to catch up with Tommy the Elder and the D’Alesandro family.







CHAPTER FOUR
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SCANDAL

August 5, 1953—Vienna, Austria

A triumphant Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. was returning to the continent that his father had left six decades earlier, when he had emigrated from Italy with little in his pockets except hope.

His father, Tommaso D’Alesandro, had found work in Baltimore as a laborer, digging railroad tunnels and swinging a pickaxe. Now the son, elected and reelected as the city’s mayor, was part of a distinguished delegation from the U.S. Conference of Mayors, chosen to attend the International Union of Local Authorities conference. Representatives from thirty-one countries were gathering in Vienna, a city still under occupation in the wake of World War II. Meeting at the sumptuous Bristol Hotel, they were studying ways to preserve world peace and foster democratic local government. Those high-minded topics had been made more pressing by the battle against fascism that had been won just eight years earlier.

The ten-week tour of Europe would be a glorious journey, the capstone of his career—until, that is, it ended amid crisis.

D’Alesandro made the most of the trip. It stretched from one season into the next, from late May to early August 1953. He and his wife used the occasion for an early celebration of their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, which fell in September. He sailed on the Queen Mary for the first leg of the journey, to London, with their eighteen-year-old son Nicholas. The teenager then returned to Baltimore while Big Nancy and their three youngest children—Hector, Joseph, and Little Nancy—met up with her husband in Europe once their school terms were over. The two oldest boys didn’t accompany them.

Tommy D’Alesandro III, of draft age at twenty-three years old, was otherwise occupied fulfilling his military obligation in the U.S. Army. There had been a dustup about that a few days after the elder D’Alesandro left for Europe.

Drew Pearson, the most widely syndicated political columnist in the country, accused Mayor D’Alesandro of pulling strings to try to make sure that his firstborn son wouldn’t be deployed to Korea, where thirty thousand U.S. soldiers had been killed in a war that still raged. According to the column, D’Alesandro had enlisted the help of Maryland senator John Marshall Butler, who talked to the Army’s lobbyist on Capitol Hill, who arranged to have the younger D’Alesandro pulled out of basic training at Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania. At the time, “The Gap,” home to the 5th Infantry Division, was training thousands of soldiers as replacement troops for Korea. The mayor’s son, who had just graduated from the University of Maryland Law School, was transferred to the Judge Advocate General’s office and sent instead to Camp Breckenridge, Kentucky. Those assigned to the Army’s legal office usually didn’t see combat.

Maryland’s other senator, J. Glenn Beall, a Republican, had declined D’Alesandro’s request to intervene, Pearson said, but Senator Butler agreed. Butler was not only a Republican but also an acolyte of the red-baiting senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin. Still, he told the columnist, he agreed to help because Tommy the Elder was a friend. For his part, D’Alesandro denied seeking a political favor. He said he had just called the senator asking for information.

D’Alesandro’s second-born son had stayed in the States, too. Franklin Delano Roosevelt D’Alesandro, then twenty years old and known to everyone as Roosie, had no interest in going to Europe. He preferred to take it easy for the summer after his sophomore year at Baltimore’s Loyola College, where he was majoring in business administration. He worked at his father’s insurance company for a few hours each day, then went bowling or to the movies with his girlfriend, Mary Ann Jankowski.

The timing of the Vienna conference was fortuitous, just after the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II; the twenty-seven-year-old princess would go on to hold the longest reign in British history. Mayor D’Alesandro was invited to be one of those representing the United States at the royal ceremony in London.

The following day, the visiting mayors met with members of the London County Council. D’Alesandro wanted to go to Ireland to visit the tiny town there named Baltimore. Later, in France, he went to see the grave of his youngest brother, John B. D’Alesandro, at the Lorraine American Cemetery and Memorial. The Army private, thirty-three years old and the father of three young children, had been killed just before the Battle of the Bulge began, near the end of World War II. Mayor D’Alesandro scheduled a stop in Germany as well, in Stuttgart.

After the conference in Vienna, D’Alesandro joined his wife and three youngest children in Paris.

“I didn’t even want to go because I was leaving my friends,” Pelosi told me. “It was summer; I was like, ‘I don’t want to go! I don’t want to go! I don’t want to go!’” Her parents made her go, of course. It was her first trip abroad; she called it a “transformational” experience, full of adventures. The D’Alesandros were made honorary citizens of Rome. When they went to Bologna in northern Italy for her father to deliver a speech, “we were scared because they said the Communist Party ruled the city,” she recalled with a laugh, “and we’re like, ‘The Communist Party? Why are we going there?’” (The city government of Bologna was then a showcase for the Italian Communist Party, the PCI.)

They toured Florence, Venice, and Milan. Mayor D’Alesandro had an audience with Pope Pius XII at the Vatican. After a brief stop in Switzerland, the family sailed home in grand style, aboard the SS United States, the first superliner constructed in America. On its maiden voyage a year earlier, it had broken the speed record for crossing the Atlantic.

When the ship docked in New York City on August 4, however, D’Alesandro was confronted by allegations of scandal. City Hall aides and son Roosie were there to warn him of trouble brewing in Baltimore, a jolt after seventy days of ceremony, celebration, and sightseeing. The repercussions would undermine D’Alesandro’s health, landing him in the hospital for months after a nervous collapse, and undercut his aspirations for statewide office.

First, the political: A grand jury was investigating alleged irregularities by Baltimore’s off-street parking commission, aides told the mayor. At issue were contracts using municipal funds that the agency had awarded to businessman Dominic Piracci for construction of downtown garages. Piracci was one of the mayor’s cronies, not to mention a member of the family by marriage; Piracci’s daughter had married D’Alesandro’s eldest son a year earlier. (The marriage of Tommy the Younger to Margie Piracci was too big for St. Leo’s, the neighborhood church in Little Italy. Instead, it was held at the Baltimore Basilica before a throng of more than five thousand guests. “Baltimore’s equivalent of a royal wedding,” the Baltimore Sun later wrote.)

D’Alesandro faced a flurry of questions from reporters who gathered at his suite in the posh Essex House hotel, where he and his family were spending the night before returning to Baltimore. He projected confidence. “If anything is wrong, we will right it,” he assured a New York Times reporter. The headline on the story was remarkably understated: “Baltimore Mayor Here,” it read. “Back from Europe, He Learns of Unpleasantness at Home.”

Second, and worse, the personal: Roosie was likely to be arrested the next day on charges of rape. He was one of fourteen young men who had been implicated in the sexual assault of two girls, thirteen and eleven years old. Two weeks earlier, the girls, cousins who had run away from their home in East Baltimore, allegedly had gone on an all-night joy ride with four of them, including Roosie. Then the young men paid ten dollars to rent a furnished two-room apartment, where the girls stayed for a week. They were the victims of rape and other “perverted practices,” according to the grand jury indictments. One of the indictments was for an unidentified “John Doe” that one of the girls had heard being called by the name “Rudy” or “Rootie.”

Roosie returned to Baltimore Tuesday night. At midday Wednesday, he and his girlfriend were among the contingent on hand at the Mount Royal train station to welcome home his parents and Hector, Joseph, and Little Nancy. The Baltimore & Ohio train pulled in right on time, at 12:38 p.m.

From that moment on, Mayor D’Alesandro would be immersed in frantic efforts to defend his son and protect his family.

When they arrived at home in Little Italy, he called his son into the master bedroom. “He said to me: ‘Tell me the truth. Did you have anything to do with any girls?’” Roosie later testified. “And I told him the truth and said ‘no.’” That was enough for his father and his family.

Reporters camped out on the street recorded, minute by minute, the comings and goings of the city’s powerful. At 3:15 p.m., Joseph Sherbow, a prominent former judge, arrived; he had been hired as Roosie’s defense lawyer. At 5:10 p.m., Roosie walked out of the house in a blue suit and climbed into the car for the short drive downtown, to stand in a lineup at Baltimore police headquarters.

At the station, the police commander told Roosie to take off his suit jacket and tie; during the alleged crimes, none of the young men had been so formally dressed. His shirtsleeves were rolled up and his collar open when he stood with five other young men in a row against the wall in the third-floor room. The lineup began at 5:30 p.m., the girls behind a screen that shielded them, each in turn. The younger girl identified Roosie as the man she saw through a door in the apartment that was ajar. But she remarked that the man whose nickname she had heard as “Rudy” had seemed taller in the apartment than he did in the lineup.

Fifteen minutes later, a police officer filled out the Central Police Station docket with Franklin Delano Roosevelt D’Alesandro’s name and the charges against him. He was booked and fingerprinted; his mug shot was taken. He waited in the police commander’s office while Sherbow hurried to the courthouse to request bail. By 7:15 p.m., Roosie was headed back to Little Italy.

The mayor’s friends and supporters had scheduled a “Welcome Home” banquet that evening at the Emerson Hotel, which had long served as headquarters for the Maryland Democratic Party on election nights. Tommy the Elder showed up, delivering a defiant one-sentence statement to reporters before he walked in. “I hope that the oldest and most respected law in our country, that a man is innocent until proved guilty, holds good for a mayor’s son as well as anyone else,” he said.

At the dinner, D’Alesandro was presented with a miniature pair of boxing gloves “for the political battles to come.” The Evening Sun published a jovial account of the evening, “Welcome Banquet Honors Mayor on Return.” Next to it was a more sobering headline: “Son of Mayor out on Bail in Morals Case.”

Police also arrested the three other young men who allegedly had picked up the girls. The stories in the morning newspapers focused squarely on the mayor’s son, of course. “D’Alesandro’s Son, 20, Accused in Rape Case Involving Child of 13,” the Baltimore Sun headline read, next to a photo of Roosie taken during happier times. It was the first of months of front-page headlines about the charges against the mayor’s son.

“It was an awful scandal,” Mary Ann Campanella told me, one that transfixed the neighborhood and the city. In 2019, at age seventy-seven, she still lived in the same house in Little Italy where she had lived then, when she was a childhood friend of Little Nancy, the girl down the street. “It was a disgrace on the family.”
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Three months later, Roosie was acquitted.

After just twenty-five minutes of deliberation, the jury of twelve men voted unanimously to find him innocent. The young D’Alesandro would be the only one of those charged in the case to win acquittal; the other thirteen were all convicted. Several were given sentences that ranged from eighteen months to two years, although Judge W. Conwell Smith ordered some of them released on probation after they had served sixty days at the State Reformatory for Males.

During his three-day trial, the first of the group, Roosie denied ever meeting the two young girls. Denied riding in a car with them. Denied taking them to a furnished room to stay for a week. Denied raping the thirteen-year-old.

His girlfriend and her parents bolstered his alibi, saying he had eaten dinner and sometimes slept overnight on a couch in their living room during some of the days in question. It was during a crucial week while most of his family were traveling abroad. That’s why his mother had arranged for him to spend time at the Jankowski household, Roosie said.

Young D’Alesandro was a victim of mistaken identity, his lawyer told the jury—referring to him in court as “Frank” rather than “Roosie,” which was so similar to the nickname the girl remembered. Sherbow noted that the eleven-year-old girl who picked him out of a lineup had remarked then that he had seemed taller in the apartment. Perhaps to reinforce the case for confusion, Roosie’s three younger brothers showed up each day in court and sat on the front bench with him, all wearing identical blue suits.

“I have no hesitancy in saying to you that if the case was submitted to me without the aid of jury, I would have no hesitancy in saying not guilty,” the judge told the jury before it began its deliberations. The prominent position of the defendant’s father shouldn’t be a factor, one way or the other, he went on: “It would be infamous and outrageous if this boy were dismissed out of favor. It would be equally infamous and outrageous if he were convicted merely out of prejudice.”

When the verdict of “not guilty” was read, Mayor D’Alesandro, who had sat in the courtroom throughout the trial, stood up, wept, and embraced his wife.

Through it all, family and friends tried to shield thirteen-year-old Nancy from the firestorm. “We kept quiet about it,” Karen Kadar, a classmate at the Institute of Notre Dame, told me, then referred to herself in the third person. “What would you say? I remember my father and somebody he knew talking about it, but it went right over Karen’s head. It was more puzzlement than anything.” Nancy was their friend, and that was all that mattered to them, classmate Linda Wanner added. Nothing changed that.

“It was just something that we never talked about—never talked about it,” said Ted Venetoulis, the high school friend who was later elected Baltimore County executive. “I’m sure she was hurt by it all.” The episode was tough on the whole family, he said. “They grappled with it, and survived, and did extraordinarily well” afterward. “And Nancy, she went through it,” Venetoulis told me. “It probably strengthened her, I think.”

Pelosi told me that those months of legal problems—her brother’s prosecution and her mother’s testimony in a corruption trial that followed—had no effect on her. She never doubted her brother’s innocence.

“We loved him and trusted him, and it was never any question,” she told me, calling him “a beautiful, lovely person.” She said it was either a politically motivated prosecution aimed at hurting her father or a case of another defendant trying to shift the blame to someone else. “I thought it was so unfair, because I thought somebody was trying to accuse him of something because they were trying to besmirch my father,” she told me.

Her father was the first Italian American and the first Catholic to be elected mayor, she noted, operating in a “competitive world” of Baltimore politics. “It was like that because of Daddy,” she said. “They’re always trying to take him down.”

At a formative age, Nancy D’Alesandro had gotten a brutal lesson about public life, about the scrutiny and the headlines it could bring. She saw her family close ranks, her parents persevere, her father run for and win reelection after it was all over. It was a case study in taking a punch, then keeping your head up. Consider how she would describe her job in politics years later: She said she would begin each day by donning “a suit of armor.”

Roosie D’Alesandro’s legal troubles weren’t over with his acquittal. Trials for three other defendants followed in the next two weeks, also presided over by Judge Smith. All of them were convicted of statutory rape or perverted practices, and all of them implicated D’Alesandro. They hadn’t been witnesses at Roosie’s trial because he had gone first. Since their own trials were pending, their Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination had meant they couldn’t be compelled to testify.

The judge ordered the state’s attorney to open a perjury investigation. In December, a grand jury indicted Roosie for lying, calling his testimony at his trial “willfully and corruptly false.”

Roosie D’Alesandro’s second trial lasted longer than the first. At this point, prosecutors noted, eight other witnesses had given testimony that conflicted with his denials. Those witnesses included two police officers, members of the protective detail at the mayor’s home, who said they had seen Roosie with the other boys on that first, crucial night in question.

The jury deliberations lasted longer, too. After more than six hours, they voted to acquit. When the verdict was read, Big Nancy reached out for her son and wept. Mary Ann Jankowski, the girlfriend who was now Roosie’s fiancée, grabbed his hand and kissed it. When court was adjourned, the young man planted a kiss on the face of his lawyer. “Mayor’s Son Acquitted in Perjury Case,” the Baltimore Sun blared in a banner headline across the front page the next morning.
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Big Nancy and Tommy the Elder were having legal troubles of their own.

On the day his son was acquitted of the morals charge, the mayor had been summoned to testify before a grand jury investigating city corruption. D’Alesandro asked for his appearance to be delayed for a day so he could be in Youth Court for the end of Roosie’s trial. In the Baltimore Sun on the morning of November 6, 1953, the headline at the top of the page on the right had good news for D’Alesandro and his family: “Mayor’s Son Acquitted in Morals Case.” The headline at the top of the page on the left had a disquieting note: “Mayor Testifies Before City Jury.”

The grand jury had been meeting for three months, ever since D’Alesandro returned from Europe. It was looking into allegations of fraud involving $10 million in city contracts to build off-street parking garages. The mayor was the final witness. While grand jury proceedings are secret, he testified in such a booming voice that reporters loitering in the courthouse hallway could hear some of what he was saying, not to mention the sound of him pounding the table for emphasis.

His wife already had been ordered to appear before the grand jury. She would be called to testify in public at the trial of Dominic Piracci that followed five months later. Piracci had written six checks to Nancy D’Alesandro for amounts that totaled $11,130.78. As rumors of an investigation began to circulate, Piracci had erased her name and the names of some city officials from the Piracci Construction Company ledger. He testified that he erased the names not because the payments were illegal but simply to avoid embarrassing important people.

When she testified in court, on April 8, 1954, the courtroom was jammed with city and state officials and spectators. Her son Roosie was with her. The Evening Sun splashed the story across the top of the front page with the sort of double-decker banner headline reserved for war. The reporter noted that she wore a blue suit and a small yellow straw hat.

Nancy D’Alesandro testified that none of her financial dealings had anything to do with the disputed contracts to build off-street garages. She said $1,500 of the money was a gift from Piracci for his daughter and her son, who had gotten married the year before; for logistical reasons, he had given the money to her and she had passed it on to them. She had borrowed the rest of the money to pay off a series of bank loans for her various business enterprises, she testified. She produced paperwork that showed she had paid the loans back, and said she had protested to Piracci when he told her he had erased her name from the ledger, as though she had done something wrong.

Her friends and neighbors speculated that she needed the money for another reason—to pay off her gambling debts, an open secret in the neighborhood, although not one that was mentioned in the newspapers of the day. “She was always out at the track,” Frank DeFilippo told me over lunch at Sabatino’s, one of the Little Italy restaurants where bookies regularly conducted business in those days. DeFilippo covered politics for Baltimore’s News American, then became a top aide to Maryland governor Marvin Mandel, a Democrat. Of the D’Alesandros, he said, “She loved the horses and he was always fending off the bookies.”

Piracci was convicted of two counts of conspiring to obstruct justice in the grand jury investigation and fined $4,000, although Governor Theodore McKeldin, a Republican, would later grant him a pardon.

By the time his friend was convicted, Mayor D’Alesandro had already spent more than a month in the hospital for an ailment never fully explained to the public. He had checked into Bon Secours Hospital on the night of March 10, 1954, “for a checkup and a rest,” the Associated Press reported.

He had been hospitalized two years earlier as well, spending about a month at Mercy Hospital for what was described as “grippe”—that is, the flu—and high blood pressure. His doctor blamed “overwork” and prescribed a Caribbean cruise to recover, which the mayor took. A photo in the Evening Sun showed him leaving the hospital, hand in hand with his elegantly dressed wife, who was wearing a fur stole. Dressed in a suit and tie, his dark shoes polished to a sheen, he was tipping his fedora.

Two years later, when D’Alesandro was hospitalized for a longer stretch, it fell to Big Nancy to represent the family in the public eye. When Roosie was acquitted of perjury, she was in the courtroom. The family rushed to a pay phone to let his hospitalized father know. When Roosie got married at St. Katharine of Sienna Catholic Church, his mother was the one photographed leaving the church, beaming in a broad-brimmed hat; she greeted the eight hundred guests at the reception. The bride and groom had gone to the hospital before the wedding to receive his father’s blessing.

Perhaps most surprising of all, when professional baseball returned to Baltimore after the absence of more than a half century, the mayor wasn’t in the parade—an extravaganza featuring thirty-two floats and twenty marching bands—or at the Orioles’ opener in Memorial Stadium. Vice President Richard Nixon threw out the first ball. “Missing, and missed, was the personality who had perhaps done more to bring big-league baseball back to the city than any other—Mayor D’Alesandro, who lay ill in Bon Secours Hospital,” the Baltimore Evening Sun reported on its front page. Fifty years after Baltimore lost its team, he had brought the St. Louis Browns franchise to town, persisting even after the American League twice turned him down.

Not until July did D’Alesandro emerge back into public view, and only after the Baltimore Sun began to question the long absence of the mayor, by then missing from City Hall for four months. When he showed up at the office, he had lost forty or fifty pounds. “A roly-poly wisecracker, D’Alesandro went into the hospital with personal and official trouble over his head,” the Associated Press story noted.

“During much of that five month period,” the Sun later said, “friends and political enemies alike doubted that he would ever run for office again.”
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The calamities swirling around him didn’t extinguish D’Alesandro’s political ambitions. Indeed, it may have stoked them. He hadn’t gotten as far as he had by showing hesitation or acknowledging weakness. In a lesson his daughter would follow, no one had given him power; he had taken it. As he liked to point out, he had never lost an election. By that point, he had won twenty-one of them in a row.

Now he wanted to be governor.

When he campaigned for other Democrats on the ballot in 1952, he would grin when he was introduced as “the next governor”—that is, the suggestion that he would be headed to the statehouse when the office was up for election in 1954. On August 22, 1953, even though a grand jury was investigating City Hall, D’Alesandro declared his gubernatorial campaign with a lengthy written statement extolling his achievements in the past and outlining his vision for the future.

The primary was still ten months away. The early announcement was intended to be peremptory, a message to potential rivals. (That was another example his daughter would follow decades later, announcing her campaign for House whip before the opening existed.)

His statement alluded to what the New York Times two weeks earlier had delicately referred to as the “unpleasantness” of current events. “As a candidate for Governor, I expect a continuation of the political smears and groundless insinuations which were begun two or three months ago in an effort to keep me from becoming a candidate,” he said. “These attacks do not frighten me and I am confident that they will not impress the people of Maryland, in whose intelligence and fairness I have complete confidence.”

But five months later, before the campaign had gotten into full gear, he withdrew from the race. He never formally filed the paperwork to run. This time, there was no lengthy declaration or lofty language, just a 152-word statement announcing that he wouldn’t be running.

Tommy D’Alesandro wasn’t ready to leave politics, though. A year later, in 1955, he decided to seek a third term as mayor. He won, but only after a bruising Democratic primary in which the integrity of his administration came under fire. The residents of Baltimore “are tired of the scandals, the trials, the mockery of our civil rights,” one of his challengers, Barton Harrington, declared. The first plank of the platform released by rival Arthur Price promised, “Drive corruption, favoritism and mismanagement from the City Hall.” D’Alesandro decried his challengers—“the bums!” he called them—and defeated them.

He had a powerful selling point, the centerpiece of his reelection campaign. He boasted that he was the mayor who brought major-league baseball back to Baltimore.

He managed to hold the Democratic nomination and then win another four years in office, and by double digits, though his margin of victory was smaller. Four years earlier, he had won a second term by a yawning 29 percentage points. This time, despite the Democratic tilt of the city, he won a third term over his Republican challenger by 11 points.

In another sign of changing times, the Maryland Democratic Convention in 1956 ousted D’Alesandro as the state’s national committeeman in favor of Michael J. Birmingham, a victory by an insurgent faction over the old guard. Anti-D’Alesandro candidates won other posts in Baltimore’s delegation to the Democratic National Convention in Chicago that would nominate former Illinois governor Adlai Stevenson for president.

Tommy D’Alesandro still aspired to statewide office. In 1958, he narrowly won the Democratic nomination for the U.S. Senate, defeating George P. Mahoney by two percentage points. (Mahoney led the faction that had ousted D’Alesandro as national committeeman two years earlier.) But the Baltimore mayor lost the general election in another close contest to the Republican incumbent, J. Glenn Beall.

D’Alesandro’s lifelong record of electoral victories had been broken.

A year later, in 1959, D’Alesandro ran for an unprecedented fourth term as mayor of Baltimore. It would be his final race. After two decades of being the powerhouse of Baltimore politics, D’Alesandro was trounced in the Democratic primary. The candidate who won the nomination and later the general election was J. Harold Grady, a former FBI agent and state’s attorney who ran as a “good government” candidate.

The primary drew record turnout, and the results were reported in a banner across the top of the front page of the morning papers. “Grady Beats D’Alesandro by 33,000,” the top deck of the Baltimore Sun screamed. “D’Alesandro fatigue” cost him reelection, Matthew Crenson, a political scientist who wrote the definitive history of Baltimore, told me. “People were tired of him by then. There had been this accumulation of accusations of special dealing and vote manipulation and all sorts of other stuff.”

Down the road, President Kennedy would appoint D’Alesandro to the Federal Renegotiation Board, a panel that reviewed federal contracts and a political reward for a supporter. Years after that, Maryland governor Marvin Mandel would appoint him to the state parole board. But the remarkable elective career of the ebullient candidate known to everyone as Tommy the Elder—the youngest member of the state legislature, the challenger who had ousted an incumbent of his own party from Congress, the big-city mayor who hobnobbed with presidents—was over.

On Election Night, he made no excuses. “I have no alibis, boys,” he told reporters. Would he back Grady in the general election? “Hell, yes!” he replied. “I’m a Democrat, and I’ll live a Democrat and die a Democrat!”







CHAPTER FIVE
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A VIEW OF THE CAPITOL

1958—Trinity College, Washington, D.C.

Gene Raynor was a teenager in Little Italy when he began to work as an errand boy for Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. Raynor had been a kid at loose ends after his parents divorced; he found his footing as an all-purpose gofer for the mayor, the start of his own long career in politics. Which is why he was in the D’Alesandro kitchen when Tommy the Elder and Big Nancy were arguing about where their daughter, who was about to graduate from high school, would attend college.

“Nancy wanted to go out of town,” said Antero Pietila, a Baltimore Sun reporter for thirty-five years who counted Raynor as a source, on this story and others. “Mrs. D’Alesandro says that the matter has been resolved and that we have agreed with Nancy where she’s going to school,” to Trinity College in Washington. “The mayor says, ‘Over my dead body.’ And she shoots back, ‘It can be arranged.’”

“Daddy had hoped I would go to college in Baltimore and live at home,” Nancy Pelosi said in a less provocative recollection of the family debate. “Poor Daddy! With Mommy as my ally, he didn’t stand a chance.”

Baltimore was their anchor. Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. had been born there; Nancy Lombardi had moved there from Italy as a toddler. They had lived in the same row house, at 245 Albemarle Street, since the day they were married; they would stay there until the day they died. Their seven children were all born in Baltimore, and all their sons spent their lives in the city. Indeed, two of them continued to live in the family home for years after their parents had passed away. The boys were protective of their only sister, the baby of the family.

That was one reason she was eager to leave, even if she ventured no farther than Washington, thirty-seven miles from her front door to Trinity’s leafy campus. “I wanted to be independent,” she said. “And they were always, you know, ‘Oh, you can’t do this, you can’t do that.’ Telling me all the things I couldn’t do.” She settled on Trinity with the calculation that her parents were more likely to agree to let her leave Baltimore if she proposed a Catholic school that enrolled only women, and one that was close to their hometown.

It was a tumultuous time for the D’Alesandro family. Her father’s remarkable political career was on the decline. Despite scandal and a long hospital stay, he won a third term as mayor in 1955. But the next year, in a rebuke to the political machine that had ruled for so long, he was ousted as the Democratic national committeeman for Maryland. In 1957, he dropped out of the race for the Democratic nomination for governor. When Nancy graduated from high school in 1958, from the Institute of Notre Dame, her father was in the middle of a heated campaign for the U.S. Senate.

When the big day arrived to enroll at Trinity, Nicky was supposed to drive his sister and mother to Washington, only to have his car conk out. They ended up piling in the Mercury of a friend of Nicky named Peter Angelos, who drove them to the campus instead. (Then a law school student, Angelos went on to gain wealth and fame, serving a term on the Baltimore City Council and buying the Baltimore Orioles.) During the drive, Nancy, eighteen years old, was excited but acted as though “she had everything under control,” Angelos recalled. She gave no hint of how homesick she would feel once they drove away; she would secretly cry at night for the next two weeks. It was the first time she had spent any extended period away from her family.

Her departure for college was a declaration of independence for her and the culmination of a dream for her mother. Big Nancy had a sharp mind and an entrepreneurial spirit, but her own education had ended at high school. With six children at home, she had enrolled in law school classes at night but had to drop out when her sons caught whooping cough and needed her. The demands of her family and the expectations of her era meant she never had the chance to spread her wings. She was determined that her daughter would.

“It was an old-fashioned Italian family, and the boys are everything, the men are everything,” Rosalind Wyman, a close friend and Democratic doyenne, told me years later. “But her mother was a very important influence on her, and she says, ‘Nancy, you can do things. It just doesn’t have to be your brothers.’”

“My father was a committed parochial guy,” Nancy’s oldest brother said. “My mother was for opening the windows.”

The drive to Trinity only took about an hour, but it changed everything. Turning onto the campus driveway for the first time was like “entering Shangri-La,” Nancy Pelosi recalled. For once, she wouldn’t be known first and foremost as the mayor’s daughter. She didn’t have to be called “Little Nancy” to distinguish her from her formidable mother; she could just be “Nancy” now. She escaped the oversight of five older brothers. Even though she was heading to school in the nation’s capital—and at a time of excitement around the presidential prospects of a handsome young Catholic senator named Jack Kennedy—the setting was a respite from the political world she had been immersed in since the day she was born.

“For me, it was a break from politics,” Nancy Pelosi said, “a nice break.”

Her opportunity for anonymity was threatened at the start. At the school’s welcoming reception that first day, she didn’t know a soul. Another new student came up to chat and spied her name tag. “Nancy D’Alesandro,” she read aloud, then asked, “Is your father running for Senate?”

“How did you know?” Nancy replied in a whisper.

The young woman turned out to be Martha Dodd. Her father, Thomas Dodd, was also running for a seat in the U.S. Senate, from Connecticut. He would win, and her brother Chris Dodd would later serve in the Senate as well. She had seen campaign billboards for Tommy D’Alesandro as her parents drove her through Maryland on their way to Trinity. “We agreed that we wouldn’t talk about it to our classmates,” Pelosi said. “Thus began my new, normal existence.”

Whether she realized it, though, the other students immediately figured it out. “The first thing I heard in that fall was, ‘Be careful with your radio; don’t have it up too loud because the commercials for the Republicans in Baltimore’” were attacking Nancy’s father, classmate Jeanne Lynch told me. “It would be embarrassing to have her walk down the hall and hear it, so we were kind of careful to keep the radio down. I didn’t know her, but I didn’t want to start out by hurting her feelings.”

“Everybody knew,” said Carol Curran, another classmate. “But we were like, ‘If they said something bad, turn off the radio.’”

That conspiracy of silence protected Nancy’s privacy. Her father would lose his campaign for the Senate that November. The next year, he would be defeated again, this time in his bid for the Democratic nomination for an unprecedented fourth term as mayor, the last campaign he would run. Nancy didn’t raise the topic, and no one else asked. “All four years, I never heard anybody having a conversation like that,” Curran told me.

After she received her bachelor’s degree in history from Trinity in 1962, Nancy D’Alesandro landed a job as a receptionist for a newly elected Maryland senator as she prepared for her wedding. Once married, she moved with her new husband to New York City, then across the country to his hometown of San Francisco.

“Although my roots were in Baltimore, and that is where my journey began… it was my brothers who stayed close to home,” Nancy Pelosi said. “I was the one, it seemed, who was destined to fly away.”
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The stately brick buildings of Trinity College stood on a rise of land in Northeast D.C., in Edgewood. With adjacent Brookland and Michigan Park, the neighborhood was dubbed “Little Rome” because of the cluster of Catholic institutions in the vicinity. On a clear day, the fourth floor of Trinity’s Main Hall offered a spectacular view of the Capitol, three miles straight south on a small hill of its own. The gleaming dome was a striking sight at sunrise and sunset.

But the vistas for the young women on campus were decidedly limited.

The first Catholic liberal arts college for women in the country, Trinity had been founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame in 1897 because Catholic University of America, located down the road and across the street, admitted only men at the time. The nuns wanted young women to have the same opportunity for higher education. Even so, students who enrolled in the fall of 1958 understood that they could pick from three crucial choices that would define their futures: Join a religious order. Embrace what the nuns called “single blessedness” (the students called it being an old maid). Or marry. Nearly everyone settled on marriage.

Within a decade or so, with the explosion of the women’s movement, those options would seem impossibly constrained. Women on campuses and elsewhere would feel increasingly empowered to challenge stereotypes, pursue careers, demand equality. That social revolution would undermine the appeal of many women’s colleges, prompting some to open their doors to men and others to close their doors entirely. Over time, Trinity would recast itself as a school that served young women and some men in the community, many of them African American or from immigrant families, striving for the middle class.

At the moment, the Trinity class of 1962 generally accepted the norms of the day and the dictates of the nuns. The dress code required students to wear skirts. As freshmen, their curfew was initially set at 10:30 p.m., then extended to 11 p.m. When they left campus, they would flip over a card with their name on it, noting the time they expected to be back. When they returned, if they missed curfew even by just two or three minutes, they were required to note it. Being late for a total of twenty minutes in a week meant being “campused,” not allowed to leave on the next Saturday. Male visitors were restricted to the “smoker,” a community room in Cuvilly Hall, the newly constructed dorm, where burgers were for sale and a bridge game was often under way.

The nuns were cloistered, so none of them lived in the dorms to police the students’ behavior. That wasn’t necessary. “It was an honor system, and, in general, it worked,” Jeanne Lynch said. Carol Curran agreed. “I’d say 99 percent of us did exactly that.”

Nancy D’Alesandro admitted to few rebellions, except for the time she and a friend snuck down to the dining hall at night and swiped ice cream bars. The freezer was locked but the lid could be lifted to create just enough of a gap for a hand to slip inside. “We would have bought the ice cream if they would have been there to sell it,” she said. “But it was there, and it was challenging. What we did learn was that in the dark of night, it was hard to tell the flavors apart.”

That obedient mien—the biggest rule flouted during her college years was swiping an ice cream bar after hours?—is hard to square with the tough-minded political leader who would later challenge the male Democratic establishment and confront presidents, but there it is.

There were some early signs of the changes ahead for women. When Nancy D’Alesandro was a freshman at Trinity, Sister Margaret Claydon, a Trinity graduate and English teacher, was named the school’s new president. At age thirty-six, she became one of the nation’s youngest college presidents. Nancy would remember her as young, sophisticated, and successful, “a symbol of strength and empowerment.” During her sixteen years in the job, Sister Margaret would drop the curfew rules and the maid service in the dining halls. She would extend enrollment to women whose education had been interrupted by marriages, children, or jobs.

“Educated women must have definite views and standards,” she declared at a press conference sufficiently forward-leaning that it drew the attention of Time magazine. “They must know the good from the bad, and be able to say why. A woman must not only know facts—she must have ideas about them.”

At Trinity, she said, “We’re not in the business of training committee women or bridge players.”

With a campus in Washington, Trinity enrolled the daughters of ambassadors and politicians. Barbara Bailey, a member of the class of 1958, was the daughter of John Bailey, a power broker from Connecticut and onetime Democratic national chairman; later, as Barbara Kennelly, she would become a groundbreaking member of Congress. Kathleen Gilligan, class of 1970, was the daughter of Ohio governor John Gilligan; as Kathleen Sebelius, she would be elected governor of Kansas, the first daughter of a governor to be elected governor herself. Later, Kellyanne Fitzpatrick was a member of the class of 1989; as Kellyanne Conway, she would become the first woman to run a winning presidential campaign. She later served as a senior White House counselor for President Donald Trump.

And Nancy D’Alesandro, class of 1962, the daughter of the mayor of Baltimore, as Nancy Pelosi would become Speaker of the House. The inscription next to her graduation portrait in her senior yearbook: “Solemn she is rarely seen yet thoughts and deep are there.”

With the benefit of hindsight, Jeanne Lynch recognized clues in the political science classes they shared for the path her friend would one day take. “Nancy was always fascinated with the process,” she told me. “The rest of us were into policy, economics, socialism—you know, all that kind of stuff. But Nancy was into how you get the votes out, how you get control, how you get the power. I thought that was the boring end of it, and I thought, ‘Well, I don’t know why she’s so interested in that.’”

Years later, she understood why. “Once it came out that she was taking over the Democratic Party in California, you knew she was on her way, and it suddenly all fit,” Lynch said. “It was like the pieces of a puzzle falling into place.”
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Nancy’s father had been an FDR man and then embraced JFK. His support mattered; big-city bosses in those days were Democratic power brokers. In January 1960, Tommy D’Alesandro had stepped down as Baltimore’s mayor, courtesy of the voters. But after more than eight years in Congress and twelve years in City Hall, he still had political juice. At the Maryland Democratic convention in May, the Baltimore Sun reported that he “proved the hit of the lot” when he rallied Kennedy supporters. “He’ll get the nomination—and he’ll get it early,” Tommy the Elder predicted to cheers. He was elected as a delegate to the Democratic National Convention being held that summer in Los Angeles. Because of his fear of flying, he and his wife and daughter crossed the country by train. They stopped in San Francisco on the way, the first time Nancy saw the city she would adopt as home a few years later.

A convention delegate and a Democratic VIP, Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. got front-row seats and special passes at the convention.

“It was the most exciting thing,” Pelosi remembered decades later in a speech at the JFK Presidential Library and Museum. Massachusetts senator Edward M. Kennedy was in the audience as she talked about his brother. She called the experience “thrilling in every respect.” In part, that was because Jack Kennedy was the first Catholic nominated for president by a major party since 1928, when New York governor Al Smith had been crushed in a landslide by Herbert Hoover. When she spoke at the presidential library in 2008, she wore a campaign pin that said “Youth for Kennedy” over the outline of a donkey. She had bought it at the 1960 convention and saved it ever since.

In his acceptance speech at the Memorial Coliseum, John Kennedy tackled concerns about his Catholicism head-on. “I am fully aware of the fact that the Democratic Party, by nominating someone of my faith, has taken on what many regard as a new and hazardous risk—new, at least, since 1928,” he began. His nomination reflected the delegates’ trust in the fairness of voters, he went on. “I hope that no American, considering the really critical issues facing this country, will waste his franchise by voting either for me or against me solely on account of my religious affiliation. It is not relevant.”

What his address is most remembered for was his signature call for what he called a New Frontier. “But the New Frontier of which I speak is not a set of promises—it is a set of challenges,” he said. “It sums up not what I intend to offer the American people, but what I intend to ask of them.”

The next night, as a special treat, her parents let Nancy choose a restaurant for dinner. She picked Romanoff’s in Beverly Hills, a favorite of Hollywood’s old guard. When the waiter brought the menus, her father blanched. “Wow, look at these prices,” he protested. “How did you ever find this place? Why are we here?” His daughter replied, defensively, “Well, this is Hollywood and it costs a lot of money here.”

Then, suddenly, all was forgiven. “The door opens and in walks John F. Kennedy and his entourage, and all of a sudden this place is perfect,” Pelosi recalled. “He came right over to the table. ‘Mr. Mayor, how are you? Thanks for all you’re doing to help and all the rest.’” She was glad she was wearing her “Youth for Kennedy” pin. And the pricey menu? After JFK’s greeting, her father no longer minded. “The prices just seemed to melt,” she said.

In Washington the next January, she attended Kennedy’s inauguration in the freezing cold, eight inches of snow covering the ground.
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Nancy D’Alesandro wanted to attend law school, a step that her mother had longed to do herself. Even though Big Nancy had gotten married at age nineteen, and happily, she encouraged other young women to take their time before settling down. “I think it’s fair to say she didn’t recommend marrying young,” her daughter said. “Whenever she heard that a young woman was getting married, she’d say, ‘I don’t know why she’s rushing into this. She has all this talent, all this spirit and intelligence—why does anyone have to get married so young?’”

That wistful view reflected her own thwarted ambitions. It was advice her daughter was inclined to follow. She took the LSAT, the Law School Admission Test, a sign of how seriously she was considering law school. Then she met Paul Frank Pelosi.

He was a student at Georgetown University, the Jesuit school on the other side of town. In 1961, between their junior and senior years, she enrolled in a summer school class at Georgetown on the history of sub-Saharan Africa. But he didn’t make an impression on her—nor she on him—the first time or two they casually met. One day they were gathered with mutual friends at Teehan’s, a hangout near campus, when one of her friends asked him where his classes were being held. When he answered, she remarked, “Oh, you’re right next door to Nancy.”

“Nancy who?” he asked.

Soon after that, Nancy was in the living room of Denny Meyer, a Georgetown law student who was engaged to her roommate and best friend, Rita Murray. Suddenly Paul Pelosi was standing at the open window. “What are you guys talking about?” he asked. They were discussing the Korean War; the armistice had been reached a few years earlier, in 1953. Paul joined the conversation as Nancy said she had to run out to pick up some clothes before the cleaners closed. He pulled out a laundry ticket and said, “While you’re there, will you pick up my shirts?”

Her response to his presumption was telling and set the landscape for the relationship that would follow—traditional in many ways, but not one in which she was a timid helpmate. She took the ticket, put it in her pocket, picked up her clothes, and came back. “I thought I had more shirts than that,” Paul said. “I forgot all about your shirts,” she replied. Like her mother, she didn’t swoon the first time she met her future husband.

He began to sit in on her class, taught by renowned history professor Carroll Quigley. (When Georgetown graduate Bill Clinton was accepting the Democratic nomination for president in 1992, he would cite JFK’s call to service and Quigley’s course on civilizations as defining influences on his life.) That summer, Sargent Shriver, a Kennedy brother-in-law who a few months earlier had been appointed the first director of the Peace Corps, spoke to the class. Paul asked Nancy if she’d like to go out for a beer afterward.

“A beer?” she replied. “I don’t think so.” She rarely drank alcohol, then or later.

“How about dessert?” he persisted.

That was a more appealing offer; she was a fervent fan of chocolate, then and later.

“When we started dating, she was smart as hell and very knowledgeable,” Paul Pelosi told me. He described her as beautiful, shy, and serious. Her dark brown hair was cut short and curled behind her ears. She would describe him as a “lovely, calm person” and a “good sport.” He was tall and handsome, with a mop of hair. They had each turned twenty-one years old that spring—indeed, within three weeks of one another.

Both had endured difficult experiences in life that had given them more gravity than many of their peers. By the time she left for college at age eighteen, Nancy D’Alesandro had seen her family play, and survive, political hardball. When Paul Pelosi was sixteen years old, he was behind the wheel in a tragic automobile crash that killed his older brother.

At the time, Paul was a student at St. Ignatius Academy in San Francisco, one of four sons of a successful wholesale druggist in the city. Just before 1 a.m. on a February night in 1957, he picked up his brother David John Pelosi at the home of a girlfriend. David, three years older and a student at the College of San Mateo, suggested a ride down the peninsula.

At 2:40 a.m., they were traveling about 55 miles an hour down Skyline Boulevard when David cautioned his brother to slow down because they were entering a “bad stretch” of road. Paul told California Highway Patrol investigators later that he tried to “gear down” the sports car. But it careened across the highway and bounced off an embankment, landing upside down on the shoulder of the road.

Both brothers were trapped underneath. His collarbone broken, Paul managed to struggle free and summon help. When the highway patrolmen arrived, they jacked up the car to try to extricate David. But he was already dead, apparently strangled by a neck brace he was wearing; he had injured his neck making a shallow dive at Lake Tahoe the previous summer.

Three months later, at the inquest in Redwood City, a coroner’s jury cleared Paul of blame and recommended that signs warning of sharp curves be erected along that stretch of road. Nancy Pelosi said later that the family’s Catholic faith sustained them when they lost “dear David,” as his mother would always call him.

When their senior year in college began, Paul Pelosi and Nancy D’Alesandro began to date, a romance developing, slowly. One day after Mass in the university’s Dahlgren Chapel, walking along the edge of the small Jesuit cemetery, she asked him, jokingly, “What are you going to do when you grow up?”

“I’m going to come looking for you,” he said.

A year later, in the chapel, he proposed and she accepted. Afterward, they drove to Baltimore and Paul asked her father for her hand in marriage. He agreed, but with a condition: “More than anything else, Daddy did not want to be the one to tell his wife,” his daughter recalled. “He told us we had to do it.”

When they did, Big Nancy looked almost sad. “Oh, my,” she said to her daughter with tears in her eyes. “I thought you’d always be with us.” Little Nancy didn’t say aloud the response that ran through her mind: “You also thought I was going to be a nun.” Instead, she said, “Mommy, I love Paul. I want to marry him.”
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They graduated in the spring of 1962, but their wedding wouldn’t take place until September 1963. Paul Pelosi was studying economics at New York University’s business school. Nancy D’Alesandro applied for her first job on Capitol Hill, as a receptionist for Daniel Brewster, a newly elected Democratic senator from Maryland.

When Nancy D’Alesandro applied for a job, “I grabbed her with both my hands,” Brewster, who died in 2007, told Marc Sandalow for his biography of Pelosi, published in 2008. The D’Alesandro name mattered in Maryland, and Nancy’s father had been a key supporter of Brewster in his campaign. “It was probably the most exciting and quickest hire that my father ever had,” Brewster’s son, Gerry, told me. “He hired her on the spot.” Senator Brewster ordered nameplates for all his staffers, but he made hers larger than the others.

“My father knew right away that he wanted Nancy D’Alesandro to be the face of his Senate office, to be the one that greeted people when they came in,” Gerry Brewster said. “So hers was literally the very first desk in the only doorway going into the Senate suite for the public to access.” She welcomed visitors, answered the phones, opened the mail, arranged tours of the White House and the Capitol, and helped draft responses to queries from constituents.

Matthew Crenson, then an undergraduate at Johns Hopkins University, was working occasionally as a gofer and driver for Vincent Lanasa, a political hack from northeast Baltimore known to all as Murph. Crenson would become a political science professor at Johns Hopkins, the author of Baltimore: A Political History. He met Nancy D’Alesandro when he drove Murph to Washington one day to meet with Maryland’s new senator.

“Murph looked like he was sent from central casting to be a machine politician,” Crenson told me. “He was fat; he smoked cigars and, you know, wore a fedora all the time. He had dropped out of school in the fourth grade.” But when Murph arrived at Brewster’s office, Nancy D’Alesandro “treated him like visiting royalty. He was the center of her attention.” He was, of course, completely charmed. No one had to tell the daughter of Tommy the Elder and Big Nancy who Murph was, or why he mattered.

In one of those remarkable coincidences, Brewster also hired a clerk named Steny Hoyer, a University of Maryland senior who had already been spotted as a political up-and-comer. He was vice president of the Student Government Association and a member of the Young Democrats.

Some accounts describe Nancy D’Alesandro and Steny Hoyer as interns in the Senate office; in fact, congressional records from the time show both as congressional staffers. She was listed as a secretary and he as a clerk. She was hired at twice his salary. (Pelosi found that impossible to believe, when I told her congressional records showed that; she insisted he must have been working fewer hours than she was.) She was paid $1,360.45 for the first quarter of 1963, about $106 a week. He was paid $629.67 that quarter, about $49 a week. During the second quarter, she was paid $1,391.37 and he was paid $725.18.

The staff directory for the 88th Congress shows Senator Brewster with fifteen staff members. “D’Alesandro, Nancy—secty” is listed just above “Hoyer, S. Hamilton—asst.”

“A great sort of irony of history,” Hoyer told me with a laugh. “Nancy’s sitting ten feet from me being a receptionist and I’m processing [military] academy appointments for Senator Brewster, you know, and these two kids end up for two decades being the leaders of the Democrats in the House of Representatives.”

Leaders, and rivals. The enmity between them was all but open after they competed for Democratic whip in 2001. Their relationship got worse five years later after she backed the challenge by her old friend John Murtha of Pennsylvania to Hoyer as majority leader. The source of the friction would become the topic of endless gossip on Capitol Hill. Idle speculation that they might have dated while both were working in Brewster’s office, besides being a bit of a sexist trope, doesn’t meet the commonsense standard. At the time, he had recently gotten married and she was engaged. “We weren’t friends; we were coworkers,” Hoyer told me. “She was delightful, and we had a good relationship.”

Friends who were close to Pelosi at the time told me Hoyer had treated Nancy D’Alesandro in the dismissive, superior way that men of that era (and not only that era) often treated women. He was graduating from the University of Maryland; she had just graduated from Trinity College. But he landed a job that would put him on track to deal with legislation; she was hired as the receptionist who greeted visitors.

However, both Pelosi and Hoyer told me their relationship in Brewster’s office was cordial and mutually respectful. Her friends who said otherwise may have confused Hoyer with another staffer in the Senate office who was “a little bit chauvinistic” toward her, Pelosi said. Hoyer denied there was any basis for the criticism. “I can’t believe I really treated her any differently than I would have treated any other colleague,” he told me.

The most likely explanation for the tension in their relationship is the most obvious one, in politics and the workplace. They competed for the same job. One of them got it.

At the time, neither of them could have imagined how their political ambitions would one day intersect and collide. Hoyer’s career was on the rise. After four years as a staffer in Brewster’s office, he won a seat in the Maryland State Senate. Nine years later, he was elected its president, the youngest person to hold the post in the state’s history. In 1981, he was elected to the U.S. Congress, eventually ranking as the dean of the Maryland delegation.

Pelosi would have a more circuitous path and a slower start in politics. Hoyer had been elected to his fifth term in the U.S. House by the time she won a congressional seat herself, an unexpected candidate in a special election. In time, though, she was the one who would move into the Speaker’s office.

For now, she left Capitol Hill when she got married. The Reverend Felix Cardenas, a D’Alesandro cousin, performed the ceremony at Baltimore’s Cathedral of Mary Our Queen. She wore an embroidered lace mantilla and carried a bouquet of white glamelias, a composite bouquet arrangement fashioned from gladiolus petals. There was a maid of honor and five bridesmaids and three flower girls; all her brothers served as ushers. “Mrs. Paul Pelosi was Miss Nancy D’Alesandro before her marriage,” the caption on her photo in the Baltimore Sun read.

They spent their honeymoon in Puerto Rico, then moved to New York City—to a new home, and a new job for Paul, at First National City Bank, and, soon, a slew of children. Nancy Corinne, named after her grandmothers, arrived less than a year later. When Nancy and Paul Pelosi left New York City in 1969, they would have four young children in tow.







CHAPTER SIX
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“PROPER PREPARATION PREVENTS POOR PERFORMANCE”

January 23, 1969—New York, New York

Nancy and Paul Pelosi had five children in the span of six years and one week, practically a biological marvel. “The week Nancy turned six, we had our fifth baby, Alexandra,” she said. She was then thirty years old. “The Catholic way,” she wryly called it years later when she delivered the commencement address at Trinity Washington University, her alma mater. Looking back, there were those who saw the arrival of her children as a delay in starting down the political path that would follow, a prorogation that no man would have had to face. Her children were born between 1964 and 1970, in the wake of publication of the landmark Feminine Mystique. The women’s movement was taking hold, opening doors of opportunity and a window into the resentment many women felt about traditional roles.

But Nancy Pelosi expressed no frustration, then or later, about her days of raising four daughters and a son. They equipped her to succeed in the unexpected career that followed, she said. After she became the most powerful woman in the history of the country, she said her children had been more influential in shaping the leader she became than even her formidable parents.

“I really was forged by my children,” she said. “Having five children in six years and understanding the difference in personalities, from one to the next, is a real lesson, but also you become so disciplined in terms of schedule and use of time and respect for everyone’s needs that I think I’m a much different person coming out of raising my kids than I was going in.”

Being the parents of five young children was “master-class training” for what would be ahead for his wife, Paul Pelosi told me. “You’ve got to be on top of it and organized,” he said. “Being an arbitrator, booster, and enforcer, you’ve got to handle a lot of balls in the air all the time.” Later, in politics, “One of the secrets of her success is that she can handle a lot of balls in the air at the same time and keeps things in their proper slot with a calm, confident attitude.”

She would use that experience as a recruiting tool, a fund-raising appeal, a source of humor. She would use it to bait a president when she accused Donald Trump of throwing a temper tantrum. “I’m a mother of five, grandmother of nine,” she told reporters after he angrily walked out of a White House meeting with her. “I know a temper tantrum when I see one.”

She insisted that she wasn’t restless when her life revolved around changing diapers, fixing dinner, and taking toddlers to the park. “I was personally content because for me, there was nothing more exciting than having and caring for new babies,” she said. As her children were growing up, she and her husband would joke that they wanted to send them outside in the rain to shrink them and start over. Decades later, a photo from a Capitol Hill news conference showed three other female members of Congress intent on the TV cameras, discussing some important policy issue. The Speaker of the House is standing to one side, eyes closed and a look of bliss on her face as she cuddles a baby someone had brought to the event.

One of her daughters sent the photo with a teasing note to the family’s private group chat. “Okay,” it read. “Who’s going to give her a new baby?”

But Nancy Pelosi, like her mother, harbored ambitions to go to law school when the children were older. She believed there would be a time for that and more. “I always knew that I did not want to deal only with the meals, the laundry, and the house forever,” she said. Even during the most demanding days of motherhood, when she was “in my own little world,” Nancy Pelosi remained an active Democrat. “I even volunteered during the 1966 midterm elections, though I certainly don’t claim to have done very much—just some leafleting for Democratic candidates (while pushing my babies in a stroller),” she said. Her children gave her cover to roll past New York City doormen and ignore “no solicitation” signs in a way other get-out-the-vote volunteers couldn’t. “I was a mom with three babies in a stroller,” she said. “Who was going to stop me?”

That activism was a surprise to her close friends from college, a time that had been something of a respite from politics for Nancy D’Alesandro. Carol Curran was a classmate from Trinity who also moved to New York after graduation and marriage. She called the Pelosis’ Manhattan apartment one day and asked for Nancy. “No, no, she’s not here; I’m watching the kids,” Paul Pelosi told her. “She’s a delegate.”

“I said, ‘Oh, okay, great,’ and I hung up,” Curran told me. “And I said to [my husband] Frank, ‘What’s a delegate?’”

In Baltimore, Nancy’s oldest brother, Thomas D’Alesandro III, was elected mayor in 1967, following in their father’s footsteps. But father and son divided their allegiances in the 1968 Democratic presidential race. Tommy the Elder backed the establishment candidate, Vice President Hubert Humphrey; Tommy the Younger supported the insurgent, New York senator Robert Kennedy. At the Maryland state convention, the D’Alesandros squared off in the battle for convention delegates. “It was a serious, generational fight,” Nancy Pelosi said.

Tragedy ended it when Bobby Kennedy was assassinated as he celebrated winning the California primary. Two months later, Nancy and Paul Pelosi went with her father and brother to the tumultuous Democratic National Convention in Chicago, which was scarred by street protests and a police crackdown. “Paul and I had a foot in both worlds,” she said. “We were able to go onto the convention floor, and also get into the park across from our hotel to see the confrontations between the antiwar protestors and the baton-wielding police.”

She opposed the Vietnam War but supported Humphrey when he was nominated, despite criticism by antiwar activists that he should have broken sooner and more decisively with President Lyndon Johnson. Always a pragmatist, she was focused on the imperative to elect a Democrat to the White House. “I stuffed many ‘Humphrey for President’ leaflets under apartment doors that fall,” she recalled, “visibly pregnant with my fourth child, and with my little girls in a stroller.”

Party loyalty was a lesson she had learned from her parents. Four years later, “they weren’t all that crazy about [George] McGovern,” Pelosi told me. The liberal South Dakota senator would carry only Massachusetts and the District of Columbia against Richard Nixon in 1972. But the D’Alesandros backed him anyway. “It became a sort of, ‘You’re either with us or you’re not’ kind of thing,” she said. “It was, ‘This is what we believe in.’”
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January 23, 1969, would be a momentous day for the Pelosi family.

Nancy Pelosi gave birth in a New York City hospital for the fourth time in four years. They named the new baby Paul Jr., his father’s namesake, a brother joining three older sisters. That same day, Paul Sr. was offered a job with a financial services company in San Francisco. It was the city where he had grown up, where his mother lived, where his brother had been elected to his first term on the city council. The job was with a new company that leased computers to businesses in what would become known as Silicon Valley.

“If we’re ever going to go to California, now is the time,” Paul Pelosi told his wife. Four weeks later, they were heading west.

Just managing the plane ride was a test of their organizational and parenting skills. Paul Jr. was a babe in arms. Jacqueline was a toddler, eighteen months old. Christine was two and a half. Even Nancy Corinne, the oldest, was only four. On the flight, they sang round after round of “California, Here We Come.” (The reaction of their fellow passengers on the cross-country trip has been lost to history.)

Nancy Pelosi, then twenty-eight, didn’t flinch at the idea of carting her growing brood across the country, though she loved living in New York. She was already the only member of her close-knit family to leave Baltimore, attending college in Washington, D.C., then moving to New York. But she did make two demands before agreeing to resettle three thousand miles away.

First, to have the New York Times delivered at home. “That was harder in those days,” she said later. Sometimes the paper would arrive a day or two late. “But I had to keep in touch. Do that daily crossword puzzle. It kept my brain going.” Second, not to stay in somebody else’s house. “I am a person who needs my own space,” she told her husband.

It was only after the plane had taken off from New York that Paul Sr. turned to her gingerly. “My mother would be so sad if, on our very first night in San Francisco, we didn’t stay in her home,” he said. His father, a successful businessman who owned Kearny Wholesale Drugs, had died two years earlier, collapsing in front of their house at age sixty-six. Now his mother was eager to see her grandchildren. “Come on, Nancy,” he coaxed her. “We’ll just go there for one night, and then we’ll move on.”

They would end up staying with his mother for four months.

In some ways, the household in the Marina District of San Francisco was familiar for Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi, not unlike the one she had left back in Little Italy. Paul’s parents had immigrated from Italy and reared four sons in San Francisco. But keeping the preschoolers under some semblance of control in borrowed quarters and under the gaze of her blunt-spoken mother-in-law was no easy task. One Sunday morning in the breakfast room, the baby boy in her lap and the three girls playing at their feet, Nancy and Paul looked at each other and had to laugh over the mayhem. “At least we’re happy,” Nancy said to him. “Just think of what you’d be without us.”

Eavesdropping from the next room, her mother-in-law spoke up. “An attorney!” Corinne Pelosi shouted. That had been her aspiration for her son, a dream that in her view had been thwarted by his marriage and the quick arrival of a clutch of children. (Actually, Paul had long before lost interest in law school.)

In San Francisco, they discovered to their dismay that many landlords were less than eager to rent to a family with four young children. A household with four dogs would have been more welcome, Nancy Pelosi concluded with exasperation. Finally, she found a big house that had already been childproofed. The backyard had a swing set and a sandbox. The owners were willing. She was ecstatic.

As they were negotiating the final details, she asked, casually, why the house was available. Her husband had been appointed to a top job in the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, the woman said proudly. “So we’ll be going back East to join the Nixon administration.”

As a little girl, Nancy D’Alesandro had once refused to accept the gift of a toy elephant from a poll worker because of the partisan symbolism she understood even then. Now, as desperate as she was to move out of her mother-in-law’s domain, she knew that this was an arrangement she could not abide. She had volunteered for Humphrey’s presidential campaign the previous fall, a time when she was the mother of three young children and pregnant with a fourth. When Nixon won, she had cried for three days.

She told her astonished real estate agent, “I could never live anyplace that was made available because of the election of Richard Nixon.” The deal was off. Nancy and Paul Pelosi finally gave up looking for a place to rent and instead bought a big house in affluent Presidio Terrace, one that needed some work.

That prospective landlord who had gone to work for Nixon was Lewis Butler. “All I knew was that a tenant had backed out,” he told me more than a half century later. His wife was handling the rental of their house while he moved to Washington for his appointment in the Nixon administration as assistant HEW secretary for planning and evaluation. The real estate agent didn’t tell them why the family with four children decided at the last minute not to sign a lease. They soon found another tenant.

As it happened, Butler’s tenure in Washington didn’t last long, ending in a way Nancy Pelosi would have approved. In 1971, he became one of the first Nixon administration officials to resign to protest the Vietnam War and the U.S. bombing of Cambodia.

Butler returned to San Francisco and eventually became a founder of the Ploughshares Fund, a nonprofit organization with a mission of reducing and eliminating nuclear weapons. After Pelosi was elected to Congress, they worked together on converting the Presidio from a U.S. Army base into a national park at the northern tip of the San Francisco Peninsula, an arduous process that she pursued for years. During a meeting on that project, Pelosi told him about the time their lives had intersected before. Later, when Butler was invited to a reception at Pelosi’s house, she regaled the group with the story of her principled refusal to rent his house.

“It tells you a lot about Nancy, how she’s political right down to her core,” Butler told me admiringly. In 2019, he was still living in the same big house. “No event in her life wasn’t political, including renting a home. She was born that way and raised that way in Baltimore.”
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Nancy Pelosi devised an unofficial family motto and drilled it into her children: “Proper preparation prevents poor performance.” Inelegant, perhaps; she would never be known for eloquence. But it was memorably alliterative and applicable to almost any situation. She repeated it so often that the family would shorthand it as “The Five P’s.”

Which is not to say things were always under control in the Pelosi household.

“Some days I didn’t even have time to wash my face,” she said of the era dominated by the demands of babies and toddlers. When she was carpooling her children to school in the morning, she would occasionally just throw a coat over her nightgown for the drive. There was the time that California’s young governor Jerry Brown came down from using an upstairs bathroom and asked, “What’s the name of your cat?” Until that moment, Nancy Pelosi had been unaware that her children were keeping a cat in the attic, albeit not for much longer.

Years after the fact, she and her husband discovered, to their alarm, that daughter Alexandra as a teenager had been sneaking out of the house late at night to play grunge during the graveyard shift at the University of San Francisco radio station.

“Makes going to work look easy, doesn’t it?” she would say later, when she was Speaker.

Snafus aside, Pelosi implemented a system that was virtually military. “Methodically planning each troop movement with precision and diplomacy was vital to the stability, ethos, and growth of the family,” one of her daughters would write, without apparent irony, in a 2019 book titled The Nancy Pelosi Way. Nancy Corinne, named after her two grandmothers, was the oldest, the big sister in charge. She was followed in short order by Christine, the bookworm-turned-activist, then Jacqueline and Paul Jr. Finally, Alexandra, the free spirit. (“She was a character,” Rosalind Wyman, the Democratic doyenne from Los Angeles, told me, describing Alexandra’s youthful purple hair and thrift-shop clothes. She once showed up at Wyman’s estate driving a dilapidated truck she had named Bumpy.)

Each morning, the children were required to make their beds and were encouraged to straighten their rooms before coming down to breakfast. School lunches were prepared assembly-line style, no special requests accommodated: wheat bread, lunch meats, apples, pretzels. The girls would line up to have their hair braided or pulled into pigtails. “One day, in our haste, Jacqueline went to school with one of each,” Nancy Pelosi said with chagrin. Their mother was known for weaving braids so tight they could pinch, their father for ones so loose they might unwind by the time the girls got off the bus at the Convent of the Sacred Heart Elementary School.

After school, the children would have a snack, do their homework, and be sent outside to play, often at the nearby playground at the Presidio, an active military installation that also had a park open to civilians. When it was time for dinner, their mother would ring an oversized brass cowbell on the porch to call them home, a scene that sounds more Kansas than California. As soon as the dinner dishes were cleared, the table was set with cereal bowls, ready for breakfast. “It was always planning ahead,” daughter Christine told me. “It was very organized and very focused on—we’re eating one meal; now we’re planning the next one.” Before bedtime, Nancy Pelosi would press the girls’ plaid Catholic school uniforms for the next morning. The children were responsible for polishing their white school shoes.

She valued efficiency and teamwork, then and later. “Let’s have some cooperation,” she would say, another favorite axiom. She would run a load of laundry, pull the clothes out of the dryer into a pile, and have the children retrieve and fold what they wanted for themselves. Even when they weren’t wearing their school uniforms, she would often dress them in the same colors to make it easier to keep track of them. “She might say, ‘Okay, everyone, white pants and yellow turtleneck,’” daughter Christine said. “Then there would be a race to the laundry room because with everyone being relatively close in age and size, the first one would get the best clothes and the last might have a grass stain or frayed hole to contend with.”

The lessons learned from being reared in a political family in Baltimore were helpful when she ran for office, Nancy Pelosi said, but she found the organizational skills required of managing motherhood in California just as relevant. “As one of my friends once said about me, ‘I knew she was going places when I would go to her house and see those little children folding their own laundry and organizing it into stacks!’” One daughter described it as “synchronized chaos.”

Christine called her a “hands-on mom,” one who served as class mother at their schools and fashioned their costumes at Halloween. She refereed the inevitable sibling rivalries. She tried to treat all her children fairly but not the same, depending on what they wanted and what they needed. She would figure out what mattered to each of them, sometimes more than they understood themselves. They knew that they could confide in her, that she could be trusted to keep their secrets. “Everybody was always fighting somebody,” her daughter recalled. “There was always one of those San Francisco coalitions forming. You could have three on two, and four on one, and five against her, and one-one-one-one-one at any hour of the day.”

In other words, Nancy Pelosi perfected the art of forging bonds amid shifting dynamics, experience that would prove crucial later.

She empathized with Paul Jr., the only boy in a family with four sisters, just as she had grown up as the only girl in a family with five brothers. He “was determined to carve out his own path early on, and I could certainly relate to his situation,” she said. There was the question of schools. In Baltimore, her brothers had gone to the local parochial school, St. Leo’s, but her mother had sent Nancy to the girls’ academy across town, the Institute of Notre Dame. “When he was old enough to begin kindergarten, Paul balked at the idea of going to the same school as his sisters, the Convent of the Sacred Heart,” his mother recalled. “He made his views known during his defiant interview at the school when he was five.”

Paul ended up at the school of his choice, Town School for Boys, where girls in general and sisters in particular weren’t allowed. On the first day, he came home with his name tag tied with yarn around his wrist. His sister Jacqueline told him he was supposed to wear it around his neck. “At my school, my teacher said I can wear it anywhere I want,” Paul retorted. “You don’t go to my school, you weren’t there, so you couldn’t possibly know.”

It was a historic day, his mother said. “It was Paul Jr.’s declaration of independence from the tyranny of a household of girls.”

She was strict but she also had a whimsical side, a quality outsiders often didn’t see. Christine’s favorite childhood memory was of the times her mother would let loose. “She would just dance wildly around the kitchen,” Christine said, to the music of disco and Cher. “She would just always, always, always dance. She’s not a good singer, but she doesn’t let that stop her. She’s a great dancer, and she always dances.”

Once she had grandchildren, her relationship with them had some whimsy, too. She would keep in touch by text, often communicating via emoji: A plane if she was traveling. An American flag if she was in her office. Streams of hearts and smiles that could make them roll their eyes. In 2016, at age seventy-six, she took two of her grandsons to see the band Metallica in Central Park.

“Aside from all Nancy’s accomplishments… she is fun,” Rita Meyer, her best friend from college, told me. A regular visitor to Pelosi’s Georgetown penthouse reported that her refrigerator was often bare but her freezer was always stocked with chocolate ice cream. In April 2020, after displaying a trove of Dove bars and Talenti gelato in her San Francisco kitchen on CBS’s The Late Late Show with James Corden, she tweeted, “We all have found our ways to keep our spirits up during these trying times. Mine just happens to fill up my freezer.”

When her children were growing up, some of the advice Nancy Pelosi gave them then was the same guidance she would later give to political hopefuls, or take herself, including when dealing with the famously provocative Trump. “Don’t take the bait,” she would tell her children when they were being teased. After they got into scuffles, she would dismiss their plaintive cries unless they were really hurt. “Throw a punch, take a punch,” she would tell them, quoting her father. Her attitude was matter-of-fact. “She was like, unless someone’s bleeding or like there’s a broken bone—you play rough, you get hurt,” one daughter said.

And this counsel, offered during family competitions in cards and backgammon. “First you need to learn how to play the game,” she would tell them. “Then you need to learn how to win the game.”
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By the time her children were all enrolled in school, “I was so super-charged that I was ready to do more,” Nancy Pelosi told an interviewer in 1984, when she was head of the host committee for the Democratic National Convention. “I used to think as I was sitting in the park for eight hours a day watching them play, that when they’re in school, and I have enough time, I could do something—like feed all the hungry people in the world.”

Now she had the space to expand her work as an organizer and a fund-raiser.

Politics were always a family affair. “I was indoctrinated into a Democratic Party cult from a very early age,” daughter Alexandra joked. “She modeled our house in San Francisco after the house where she grew up in Baltimore. Our house was like a VFW hall. She’d be working the issues from there, stuffing mailers, having parties.” At political events, the children were enlisted to take coats and pass hors d’oeuvres. When they were put to work sorting political mailings by zip code—the postal rate was lower that way—they would form an assembly line. While stuffing and sealing envelopes, they would sing their own lyrics to a popular spiritual: “He’s got the stuffers and the mailers in his hand.” When a reporter showed up at her house for an interview before the 1984 convention, she spied the five teenagers at work, putting together press kits.

Nancy Pelosi would pile the children in her Jeep Wagoneer and drive thousands of miles for community events and political meetings from Napa to the Central Valley. They once survived a harrowing car accident on their way to the Garamendi family’s annual Basque barbecue in Stockton, when the Jeep flipped over several times. Paul Pelosi Sr. helped get all of them out of the car safely.

Paul Pelosi helped raise money and joined strategy sessions during his wife’s first congressional campaign, in 1987, but after that he made a deliberate decision to step back from the political maelstrom. “What I’ve tried to do is stay out,” he told me in a rare interview, to make it clear that she was the official, not him. “From the get-go, when she first ran… in 1987, that was pretty much an old boys’ club.” People would “come to me and say, ‘Hey, you’ve got to talk to your wife about whatever.’” He would tell them, “‘You have an issue, talk to her.’ So people would eventually get that and did that, and then as they did it more and more, they realized how good she was, and she was the one to speak with.”

She respected his wishes to keep some distance from politics. “I think one of the reasons why we have a good working relationship is that I try not to make too many demands on Paul’s time as far as the political stuff is concerned,” she said. As a member of Congress, she flew home to San Francisco almost every weekend. He would often spend one week a month in Washington, where he was active at Georgetown University, his alma mater.

He was by her side for the big events, but he wasn’t consumed with politics in the way that she was. He was calm; she was combustible. “Sometimes I may stun him with the ferocity of my sentiments about certain issues,” Nancy Pelosi said with a laugh, “because he’s a gentleman, a lovely, calm person.” “My father doesn’t like talking about politics,” one daughter told me, “so we don’t talk about it at the dinner table.”

Nancy Pelosi didn’t mind that her husband wasn’t particularly political. Indeed, she may have appreciated that about him. “He’s a businessman,” she said. “He likes sports. He plays golf and tennis. He’s normal.”

That said, it was not the life Paul Pelosi or Nancy D’Alesandro had imagined when they married. “He does from time to time say, ‘This isn’t what I bargained for.’ Or ‘How did this happen?’” Nancy Pelosi said. “Here we were just getting married, happily having our children and the rest, and then boom, all of a sudden, one thing and another.”

Paul Pelosi’s business success and the couple’s growing wealth helped give Nancy Pelosi financial freedom and membership in elite social circles, an asset in fund-raising and politics. He described himself as his wife’s “enabler,” providing the financial stability that “let her go there completely on her own terms, not owing anything to anybody.” His San Francisco investment firm, Financial Leasing Services, later FLS Inc., had extensive holdings in real estate and venture capital investments. By 2018, the nonpartisan Center for Responsive Politics estimated Nancy Pelosi’s net worth at $115 million, making her the seventh wealthiest member of Congress at the time.

Paul Pelosi provided another service for his wife: personal shopper. She had never been much for clothes shopping; her husband had done much of that for their children when they were young. As she rose in politics, he would often find outfits for her to wear. When she became the first female Speaker, a spate of profiles of her clothes appeared, a scrutiny that Denny Hastert and Newt Gingrich didn’t face. A Baltimore Sun story on the way she dressed declared that she was “Suited for Politics.” The Desert Sun in Palm Springs, California, offered advice on local stores for readers who wanted “to look like a polished politician yourself.” The story was headlined, “How to Get the Nancy Pelosi Look Here.”

That said, Pelosi rarely encouraged attention to what she was wearing. She favored classic lines in the solid, bright colors that look best on TV. Her tailored clothes complemented but didn’t overshadow the authority she aimed to project. “Consciously, comfortably and authoritatively female,” wrote Robin Givhan, the Pulitzer Prize–winning fashion correspondent for the Washington Post. She described the Giorgio Armani designs Pelosi often wore as “a kind of professional armor” for powerful women.

She did have an unintended impact on the fashion world. The distinctive red coat she wore coming out of the West Wing after a contentious meeting with President Trump became a meme. For the next fall season, the Wall Street Journal identified a trend in its fashion report. “The Pelosi Effect,” they labeled it, showing bright red coats from the runways of five top fashion designers.
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One of the Pelosi children would follow their mother into politics, and one would follow their father into business; another became a journalist. Having such a famous last name can open doors but also create complications. Christine, seen as a potential contender to succeed her mother in Congress, would divide the political world into first-name friends and last-name friends. “First-name friends are people who are interested in you from the minute they meet you,” her sister Alexandra explained. “Last-name friends are the people who want to be your friend once they hear your last name.”

Christine worked on Capitol Hill for four years as chief of staff to Massachusetts representative John Tierney. Settling in San Francisco and marrying filmmaker Peter Kaufman, she ran “boot camps” for aspiring leaders in politics and nonprofits and was a member of the Democratic National Committee. She also became one of her mother’s most fervent defenders, on social media and in person. At a Democratic National Committee meeting in 2003, she upbraided former Vermont governor Howard Dean, then an aspiring presidential contender, after a speech in which he blasted “the Democratic leadership” for supporting unilateralism in Iraq. Her mother hadn’t, she told him. Dean backed off as friends around Pelosi chanted, “Don’t dis the mama.”

Nancy Corinne was working in the hotel hospitality industry when she married Jeff Prowda, at the time an administrator of the special education programs for the San Francisco Unified School District. They later moved to Scottsdale, Arizona. Paul Jr., a lawyer with an MBA, worked in finance in San Francisco; on New Year’s Eve in 2018, his Instagram account showed him socializing with Ivanka Trump at Mar-a-Lago, Trump’s resort in Palm Beach, Florida. (At one point, President Trump promoted a debunked conspiracy theory accusing Paul Jr. of wrongdoing in Ukraine, an accusation declared false by independent fact-checkers.) Alexandra became a documentary filmmaker based in New York; she married Michiel Vos, a Dutch journalist and filmmaker.

Jacqueline settled in Houston, where she taught art to children with special needs and others. She was the first to marry, to Michael Kenneally. He had roots in Ireland and, by the way, turned out to be a Republican.

She didn’t try to change her son-in-law’s political beliefs, Nancy Pelosi said. She was focused on the next generation: “We’re just fighting for the hearts and minds of the children.”
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Nancy Pelosi saw parallels between being the mother in the house and the Speaker of the House. “Nothing prepared me for being Speaker of the House more than the values, discipline, diplomacy, interpersonal skills, the logistics, the quartermastering—all that you have to do to raise a family while never taking your eye off the children,” she said.

It was a point she would make in recruiting women to run for Congress, especially to those who demurred that they were “only a homemaker” and therefore unqualified to run for office. She would tell them that the skills that made her an accomplished legislator, in being able to manage chaos and motivate people, were those she had honed as a mother. In that role, she had learned to command, to delegate, to understand what appeals would resonate best with each individual. To lead.

Her children saw the parallels, too. “I knew the face,” Nancy Corinne said when she watched the early showdowns between her mother and President Trump once Democrats regained control of the House. It was the face Nancy Corinne and her siblings might see if they skipped out on chores or snuck out to a movie. It was a face that said, You children wouldn’t have done that. “It made you feel worse because of course we had done it,” she said. “It’d be better if she’d just get mad at you.”

Nancy Pelosi displayed the face at the first Oval Office meeting after the 2018 midterm elections—the session where Trump suggested she was in a politically weakened position. “Mr. President,” she replied icily, “please don’t characterize the strength that I bring to this meeting.” In an interview on CNN afterward, anchor John Berman asked Alexandra how her mother would approach meetings with the president. “She’ll cut your head off and you won’t even know you’re bleeding,” she replied. “That’s all you need to know about her. No one ever won betting against Nancy Pelosi.”

A few weeks later, at his State of the Union address, President Trump called for an end to the “politics of revenge, resistance, and retribution.” That drew exaggerated, arms-extended applause from Speaker Pelosi—a gesture instantly seen on social media as sarcastic, although she said she didn’t mean it that way.

That scene took Christine back to her teenage years. She offered to translate her mother’s message for the uninitiated: “She knows. And she knows that you know. And frankly she’s disappointed that you thought this would work. But here’s a clap.”







CHAPTER SEVEN
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RUNWAY

June 23, 1975—San Francisco, California

Politics didn’t play a role in the Pelosis’ decision to move west. The notion of running for office hadn’t entered her mind or occurred to her husband.

“I knew that she wanted to go on to law school, have a professional career; that was the goal,” Paul Pelosi told me. “She was interested in the issues and public service, but I never, ever thought that she would be an elected official.” She had “absolutely no interest” in doing that, he said. “I would have bet anything that she never would have actually run for office herself. Actually, I was the one who thought I was going to run for office.”

He had been elected student-body president of Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service, although his interest in elective office waned when he was immersed in the world of business and finance after graduation.

Still, the serendipitous reality was that San Francisco’s political landscape echoed the Baltimore of Nancy D’Alesandro’s heritage. It was a port town that was populated by tribes, reminiscent of the ethnic neighborhoods that had surrounded Little Italy. There were the Italians, the Chinese, the gays, the Jews, the hippies, the environmentalists, the shipyard unionists, and the Masters of the Universe in the burgeoning Financial District, where construction of the Transamerica Pyramid had just begun. Here, as in Baltimore, successful politicians had to build coalitions. Democrats dominated and bosses ruled.

Nancy Pelosi would call Baltimore “a proper introduction to politics in San Francisco.”

With a population of fewer than a million people, the city boasted twenty-seven officially chartered Democratic Party chapters in 2015, from the Raoul Wallenberg Jewish Democratic Club to the Filipino American Democratic Club to the Black Young Democrats of San Francisco to the Harvey Milk LGBT Democratic Club. “Roughly one party franchise every few blocks,” veteran California political reporter Mark Barabak reckoned. “San Francisco is the closest thing to an East Coast enclave set over the Pacific, a place, like New York or Boston, where politics is a passion, a sport, something everyday people fuss and fight and scheme over.”

Nancy and Paul Pelosi bought a big house on a leafy cul-de-sac next to the Presidio, the sprawling military post that had been established in 1776 by the Spaniards. She described herself as a full-time mom who volunteered. She volunteered at the San Francisco Library and joined the board of the Leakey Foundation, sparking her interest in the origins of humans and the behavior of primates. When they were older, her children would go on a dig in Kenya with famed paleoanthropologist Richard Leakey.

The Pelosi house itself became a political asset. With a prime location and big rooms and not much furniture, it was ideal for fund-raisers. “You have a big house,” a woman who also volunteered in politics said approvingly. “We’ll be using it for Democratic Party events.” Pelosi had a built-in staff, too. She would enlist her children to collect the coats and pass the hors d’oeuvres.

“There never was any decision to go into politics,” Nancy Pelosi said later. She had been working on campaigns since she was a little girl; she had never really stopped. Before long, she was president of the neighborhood’s Presidio Terrace Association and the host for a stream of political hopefuls. They were raising money and making connections to run for the local Board of Supervisors and the state legislature and the U.S. Congress and, eventually, for president. “You just discover it’s in your DNA, in your blood,” she said.

Her abilities as a fund-raiser would eventually help propel her to the Speaker’s chair and keep her there. In California, she became friends with the tech entrepreneurs and the Hollywood royalty willing and able to donate huge amounts to campaigns. With her history in politics, and her conviction that she was working on the side of the angels, she had no qualms about pressing for contributions.

San Francisco mayor Joseph Alioto lived three doors down the block. Alioto was the son of a Sicilian immigrant and a graduate of the law school at Catholic University of America, across the street from the Trinity College campus that Nancy had later attended. He knew the D’Alesandros; he was especially close to Nancy’s brother Tommy D’Alesandro III, who had been elected mayor of Baltimore on the same day that Alioto had first been elected mayor of San Francisco. He knew the Pelosi family, too. When Paul was growing up, he had been a youth coach for Alioto’s children.

“So what are you doing, Nancy?” Alioto asked when he phoned one afternoon, on the cusp of summer in 1975. It was 5 p.m., and he assumed that he knew what women were doing at that time of day. “Making a great big pot of pasta e fagioli?” he suggested, the hearty Italian soup of pasta and beans. But perhaps he didn’t know her that well. “No, I am not making pasta e fagioli,” she replied. “I’m reading the newspaper.”

Alioto got down to business: He wanted to appoint her to the San Francisco Library Commission. It would give her official recognition for the volunteer work she already was doing, he told her. She instantly understood that it would also give the mayor another friendly vote on the commission to support Kevin Starr, the new city librarian who had been shaking things up. (Starr would go on to become California state librarian and the author of the signature multivolume history of the state, called Americans and the California Dream.)

“Now, Kevin needs you, and I need you,” Alioto told her. “And besides, what’s all this about volunteering and getting no official recognition? One day you might want to run for office; it will help that you were recognized in the city as a commissioner.”

“Mr. Mayor, I have absolutely no intention of running for office,” she replied.

“Nancy, you love the library; this is perfect for you,” he persisted. “Why don’t you think about it?” She did, and she accepted. The appointment prompted the first mention of her name in the San Francisco newspapers since her wedding announcement. In the Examiner, the three-paragraph story was headlined “Mayor Alioto Appoints Neighbor.” Besides her status as a neighbor, the story also identified her as the sister-in-law of supervisor Ronald Pelosi.

There was another brief mention in the Examiner three weeks later. “While Nancy Pelosi was sworn in as a library commissioner yesterday, her five children, 4 to 11, played tic-tac-toe on Mayor Alioto’s desk,” Jack Rosenbaum wrote in his chatty “My Town” column, immortalizing her first oath of office. “Once, while the mayor was in full oratorical stride, he leaned over and with his pen finished one of their games without losing a comma.”

At age thirty-five, she discovered that she liked having an official position, being able to convene hearings, to cast votes. She began to think about her possible political role in a different way.

“We’re at one of these meetings, and somebody said, ‘We really need to get this bond initiative; does anybody know Leo McCarthy?’” Pelosi told me. McCarthy, a Democrat, was then the Speaker of the California State Assembly. “I thought, ‘Well, I know him from church,’ and then I realized I wasn’t going to be able to do what I wanted to do for the library by being a library commissioner only. We needed the state legislature to support libraries. You can’t get things done that are important to people’s lives” without a bigger platform. “That sort of drew me back into politics.”

Mayor Alioto was the first of a series of benefactors who recognized Nancy Pelosi’s political potential before she saw it herself. (That was a common experience for female candidates of her generation, and the next.) After encountering her as an organizer and a fund-raiser, some of the most prominent Democrats in the country—California governor Jerry Brown, New York governor Mario Cuomo, Senate majority leader George Mitchell of Maine—would privately urge her to run for office, though she didn’t take the advice until it came from another woman, Sala Burton.
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Nancy Pelosi would soon prove her political credentials on a bigger stage than the San Francisco Library Commission.

In 1976, Jerry Brown, California’s new governor, decided to jump into the Democratic presidential race even though the early primaries were already over. Nancy Pelosi didn’t know Brown well, but her in-laws did. Jerry Brown and Paul Pelosi’s brother David had been classmates at St. Ignatius High School. She had cohosted a fund-raising dinner for Brown early that year, and she liked his focus on environmental issues and his “small is beautiful” mantra. “After the dinner, I said to myself, ‘He’s the one person who really seems to be able to strike a chord with all in the party,’” she said.

Even so, she had doubts about his strategy to derail Democratic front-runner Jimmy Carter. The former Georgia governor, who had been campaigning for the nomination in earnest for more than a year, had unexpectedly won the Iowa caucuses and the New Hampshire primary. Brown was calculating that a big victory in the California primary could give him momentum into a brokered national convention. But his home state didn’t vote until June 8, the last day of the primary season. Carter might already have the nomination in hand. “If Jerry Brown wants to run for President, we shouldn’t wait for California,” she told Leo McCarthy, the state legislative leader who was also chairman of Brown’s presidential campaign. “By then it’s going to be too late—there will already be a nominee.”

She had a different idea: Challenge Carter in Maryland. Its primary was earlier, on May 18. The Maryland secretary of state had declared that a recognized candidate in any state would automatically be on the ballot unless he or she ordered it removed. It was a state she knew well, and where she had connections. Pelosi wrote a memo making the case for a Maryland campaign and listing some local officials who might help. They included her brother Tommy D’Alesandro III, who was a former Baltimore mayor, and her high school friend Ted Venetoulis, then the Baltimore County executive. Encircling the city of Baltimore, it was the largest county in the state.

At the time, Jerry Brown hadn’t even realized that Nancy Pelosi of Presidio Terrace had political roots in Maryland. “I’d never been to Baltimore,” he told me in an interview years later, after he had finished a second stint as California governor. “In fact, I didn’t even know her name was D’Alesandro until I went to Baltimore.” He agreed to think about her idea.

Nancy Pelosi called Venetoulis. “My governor wants to run for president, and we think he ought to come to Maryland,” she told him. He replied, “Well, Nancy, you know, we don’t have a lot of time.” He wasn’t even sure if they could make the deadline to file a slate of convention delegates. Venetoulis told her, “Why don’t you have him call me, and let me talk to him?”

Venetoulis, who as Baltimore County executive had a robust grassroots organization, told me about his unusual introduction to Jerry Brown. On a Friday afternoon, he had gone to a favorite Baltimore hangout, the Last Chance Bar and Grill, to meet with some precinct workers. The tavern owner came over to say Venetoulis had gotten a call on the bar’s pay phone.

“This is Jerry Brown,” the caller said. “Nancy told me to call you.”

After exchanging pleasantries, Brown said he was considering campaigning in the Maryland primary, although he had no organization and no known support in the state. “Governor, you know, it’s awfully late,” Venetoulis cautioned him. He had already been approached by other presidential hopefuls seeking his help, among them Congressman Morris Udall of Arizona and Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson of Washington State, but he hadn’t endorsed anyone yet. Over the pay phone in the bar with an apt name, Venetoulis and Brown talked for an hour.

“Okay, here’s the deal, Governor,” Venetoulis finally said. If they moved ahead, the Californians would raise the money; the Marylanders would call the shots. He would have to commit to the sort of grassroots campaigning that wasn’t required in California, where campaigns were often waged via TV ads. “You’re going to have to campaign in the streets, because we believe in a ground game,” Venetoulis told him. He also needed to make sure Tommy D’Alesandro III would be on board. And Nancy Pelosi would have to join them for the duration of the campaign. Their efforts would be as much for her as they were for him, he made clear.

“She’s got to be here with us because if we’re going to do this thing, we’re doing it because of her,” Venetoulis told Brown. Then he added, almost as an afterthought, “Although we like you, and you’re terrific, and all that.”

The phone conversation was on the afternoon on April 2, 1976. The deadline for a presidential candidate to remove his name from the ballot was an hour or so later, at 5 p.m. Brown left his name on the ballot but waited another three weeks before deciding to actively campaign in the state. Then he called Venetoulis again—this time at home, and at 11 p.m. in Sacramento. Which made it 2 a.m. in Baltimore.

He was running.

What followed was an unlikely alliance between the New Age governor of California and the Old World ward bosses of Baltimore, an alliance forged by Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi.

The coalition behind Brown became even more peculiar when he was endorsed by Maryland governor Marvin Mandel. Venetoulis was a reformer, but Mandel was a machine pol of the old school, from East Baltimore. He was in a spot of trouble at that moment, scheduled to go on trial in a few weeks on federal charges of mail fraud and racketeering.

Legal troubles or not, Mandel still had political juice, and he didn’t have a candidate in the race. He had been inclined to support Scoop Jackson or former vice president Hubert Humphrey, but Jackson faltered in the early contests and Humphrey decided not to run. Admittedly, the Mandel machine seemed an odd match with Jerry Brown. “The whole point was to bring the Old Guard and the Young Turks together,” Frank DeFilippo, a Mandel aide, told me years later. It sent a message when another veteran of the Old Guard, Tommy D’Alesandro Jr., Nancy’s father, showed up for the meeting where Mandel made the pitch to his lieutenants to back Brown. They gathered at the old Hilton Hotel downtown, on Fayette Street.

“Marvin gave the party call,” DeFilippo said. The governor started by acknowledging his current legal difficulties. “He says, ‘Do me a favor. I don’t have any walking-around money right now, but I’ll take care of you later. I’d like to see Jerry Brown win.’ It was a do-this-one-for-the-Gipper kind of speech.” In truth, Mandel was motivated less by his belief in Jerry Brown and more by his antipathy for Jimmy Carter. Ambitious and a loner, Carter had made no friends at National Governors Association meetings. “Everybody hated Jimmy Carter,” DeFilippo said matter-of-factly.

Venetoulis and the younger Tommy D’Alesandro escorted Brown on a tour of the state, rolling campaign stops arranged on the fly. The governor’s girlfriend, singer Linda Ronstadt, came along for the ride; sometimes the Eagles, a hit rock band she had helped forge, would show up to perform. Brown spent some nights at D’Alesandro’s house, some nights at Venetoulis’s. At 3 a.m. one night, Venetoulis was awakened by yet another phone call—this time from actor Warren Beatty, who insisted he awaken Brown so they could talk.

In the end, Brown didn’t succeed in denying the Democratic nomination to Carter, who had accumulated the delegates he needed by the time the Democratic National Convention opened in New York City that July. But the Maryland campaign was in some ways the high point of the California governor’s campaign. To the surprise of Jerry Brown and the chagrin of Jimmy Carter, Brown managed to win a state he had never visited before arriving to campaign. Where he had started late and without any political organization of his own. At the urging of a political volunteer from San Francisco.

“There are fifty states,” Brown said. “The first state I ran in was Maryland—why Maryland? Well, because of Pelosi.”

Brown won big, defeating Carter by double digits, 49 percent to 37 percent. It gave him a boost for wins that followed in the Nevada and California primaries. “That was a huge victory, just out of nowhere,” Brown mused to me decades later. “I mean, it seemed pretty implausible to me at the time.” The front-page headline on the next morning’s Los Angeles Times: “Californian Slows Carter Bandwagon.”

A few days later, when he arrived back in Sacramento, he gave credit where it was due. “Nancy Pelosi was the architect of my Maryland campaign,” he told the welcoming crowd.

That August, she attended the Democratic National Convention in Madison Square Garden as a delegate from California and a new member of the Democratic National Committee. She would later cite her role in Jerry Brown’s 1976 presidential campaign as the pivotal event in starting her on the path from homemaker to House Speaker.

“My political hobby had suddenly taken a serious turn,” she said. “I think Mayor Alioto would have agreed that I now had at least one foot outside the kitchen.”
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Jerry Brown offered Pelosi a reward: the post of California Democratic chair. She demurred, something few ambitious men would have done. That seemed like an overreach, she protested; she had never even attended one of the party’s State Central Committee meetings. “Please find someone else,” she told him. Then Leo McCarthy suggested she take instead the job of Northern California chair, overseeing the political operation in half the state. She agreed, but she continued to downplay her standing and her aspirations. The slogan on her campaign flyer read, “Nancy Pelosi—Volunteer.”

After two terms in that job, she became state chairman, this time on her own credentials.

She took over a California Democratic Party that had been shaken by Ronald Reagan’s victory in 1980, a landslide nationwide and in his home state. In California, Reagan had crushed Jimmy Carter by nearly 17 percentage points; the GOP also had picked up three congressional seats. Pelosi moved to tighten the Democratic organization, build a more dependable fund-raising operation, and invest in a new computer-aided voter-registration program. Two years later, for the 1982 midterm elections, she shaped a new Democratic attack. TV and radio ads declared, “Reaganomics don’t work.” The message resonated as the country felt the effects of an election-year recession.

“The party under Pelosi is doing more than it has in the last 15 years,” state assemblyman Art Agnos, later elected mayor of San Francisco, told the San Francisco Examiner. “She’s had a galvanizing effect on the party.” In the midterms that November, California Democrats picked up five House seats, reversing the GOP’s 1980 gains in the state and more.

Pelosi gained useful experience in holding together disparate Democrats. “People frequently talk about the differences between northern and southern California, but what I learned is that the real difference in California is between east and west,” she said. “Inland California voters tend to be moderate. On the coast, they tend to be progressive.” She tried to “calibrate our issues” to unite them, an approach she said would later serve her well in national politics.

Then she did one more thing: pushed to bring the Democratic National Convention to San Francisco in 1984.

“She was a booster there,” Walter Mondale told me, recalling the convention that nominated him for president. “One of the reasons we put our convention there is we had friends like Nancy who’d back us up, and Dianne Feinstein, too.” Pelosi chaired the host committee. Feinstein, later a U.S. senator, was then the mayor of San Francisco. The two women were allies on this and had a cordial relationship afterward, although they reflected different strands of the city’s Democratic politics.

Mondale, the former Minnesota senator who had served as Carter’s vice president, would make history in two ways that year, one happier than the other. He would lose a record forty-nine states to Reagan in November. Before that, he would choose as his running mate New York representative Geraldine Ferraro, the first woman nominated by a major party for national office.

Pelosi would savor the memory of the thunderous response Ferraro received when she was introduced onstage in San Francisco. “Nothing could describe what happened on the floor of that house when she was nominated and accepted the nomination for that convention,” she said. “Really, in my life, there are very few things that would match when Geraldine Ferraro was nominated, and when she accepted the nomination.”

Unfortunately for the Democrats, the convention was the high point of what turned out to be a difficult campaign for Ferraro, who was hit by questions about her finances and her husband’s business interests in New York. It was a disastrous campaign for Mondale.

That convention also marked a turning point for Pelosi’s view of herself. She was chair of the host committee and also chair of the Compliance Review Commission, which oversaw state delegate-selection plans. In a conversation with Louisiana representative Lindy Boggs—an “elegant and politically astute” mentor, Pelosi called her—she said she was thinking about giving up one of the positions; perhaps it was too much. “Darlin’, no man would ever, ever have that thought,” Boggs told her in her Southern drawl. “Nancy, know thy power.”

Nancy Pelosi kept both jobs, and she took the lesson to heart. A quarter century later, after she was elected Speaker, she passed on the advice. She titled her 2008 memoir Know Your Power: A Message to America’s Daughters.
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In the wake of Mondale’s Election Day thumping, Pelosi herself would suffer the only defeat in any election bid of her career.

“People came to me and said, ‘Everything you’ve done is [preparation] to be chair of the DNC,’” Pelosi told me. “‘You’ve been a state party chair; you’ve been chair of the Platform Committee; you’ve raised money for the whole kit and kaboodle. You have been the chair of the Delegate Selection.’ It was called the Compliance Review Commission, how you comply with the delegate selection. ‘You’ve done every piece—the organizational piece, the money piece, the platform piece, the management piece, and the rest.’”

She decided to run for national party chair, a crucial job at a time when Reagan’s romp to reelection was raising questions about the Democrats’ direction. That said, she thought it was unseemly to begin campaigning for it before the presidential election was over. If Mondale managed to unexpectedly win, he would be the one to choose the new party chair. “I said, ‘I won’t even think of running for something that is predicated on our losing,’” though she acknowledged that a Democratic victory looked like an increasingly distant prospect. “I’d hoped we could win, but it wasn’t looking that great.”

Her rivals felt less constraint. “Everybody else was running and I’m waiting for us to lose in order to run,” she recalled. “I was late in the game.” On November 15, eleven days after the election, she formally announced her candidacy.

Even so, she thought she had a strong chance. She had been credited with revitalizing the Democratic organization in California, the most populous state in the nation. She was endorsed by top Democrats in California and her native state of Maryland. New York governor Mario Cuomo supported her, calling her “a youngish person with a clear commitment to the future,” a commitment he said was demonstrated by the fact that she had five children. “She has a nice pragmatism to her,” Cuomo said.

She planned a campaign budget of $100,000 to win over an electorate of the 378 members of the Democratic National Committee and rented offices in Washington to serve as her headquarters. She flew to the Virgin Islands to lobby a meeting of the state Democratic chairs. The headline on a column in the Baltimore Evening Sun asked, “Can a D’Alesandro Save the Nation’s Democrats?”

There were a half dozen other candidates, including former Nebraska congressman John Cavanaugh, former Mondale aide Duane Garrett, Washington political consultant Robert Keefe, and Democratic activist Sharon Pratt Dixon. Former North Carolina governor Terry Sanford eventually jumped into the race. But her chief rival from the start was Paul Kirk Jr., the DNC treasurer, a longtime adviser to Massachusetts senator Edward M. Kennedy, and the candidate backed by Big Labor.

Democratic power brokers had a vision of the DNC chairman they believed could rebuild the party, and it wasn’t a description that fit her, although it wasn’t a perfect fit with Kirk either. “The short form is more crudely put: white, southern male,” political reporter Dan Balz wrote in the Washington Post assessing the race. His story didn’t portray Pelosi as a serious contender. The penultimate paragraph mentioned her name in passing, on a list of “others who have announced.”

She faced a whispering campaign about the political risks of electing a woman, an Italian American, a Catholic. She was accused, inaccurately, of having accepted contributions from the gun industry for the 1984 convention. “They made up stuff,” she told me, her ire fresh decades later. Geraldine Ferraro’s disappointing performance on the ticket was cited by some as a reason not to entrust another woman with such a prominent role. In his syndicated column, Washington graybeard Joseph Kraft dismissed Pelosi as “an overbearing player of feminist politics.”

For the only time during her political career, Pelosi would complain publicly about being the victim of sexism.

“Everywhere I go, they tell me, ‘If you were a man, this would have been over a long time ago—slam dunk,’” Pelosi complained to a breakfast of Washington reporters, a standing group organized by the Christian Science Monitor, a few days before the vote. “I have all the credentials. Paul Kirk’s credentials are that he’s been associated with Teddy Kennedy for 15 years” and had the backing of labor leaders.

She singled out for criticism John Perkins, the AFL-CIO’s top political operative, for pushing an “anti-woman line.” While the labor federation hadn’t officially endorsed a candidate, she accused him of questioning her intelligence, of describing her as an “airhead.” Cuomo confirmed that Perkins had said “something like that” about Pelosi in a conversation with one of his aides. Contacted for comment, Murray Seeger, a spokesman for the AFL-CIO, issued a mocking denial that seemed designed to make sure no one had missed the point. “He has certainly not called her an airhead, a female airhead or a Baltimore airhead,” Seeger said.

Paul Kirk Jr. told me he heard about the sexist jabs, “and I remember saying to my staff, ‘Look, if that’s coming from here, you better knock it off.’” The fiercely contested race left some wounds, he said, although he and Pelosi later became allies; she attended his swearing-in in 2009 when he was appointed to complete the Senate term of Ted Kennedy. “It took a while for the dust to settle,” he said.

At the time, Jack Germond and Jules Witcover, leading political columnists of the day, described the furor as a “catfight,” a word with sexist overtones. “Pelosi’s complaints sound like the lament of somebody on the short end of the arithmetic,” they wrote.

She was on the short end of the arithmetic, and one of the things she knew how to do was count votes. On the day of the DNC election, she withdrew her candidacy, throwing her support to Sanford. If he won, Sanford had agreed to appoint her as the DNC’s finance chairman. But Kirk prevailed.

Pelosi sounded disillusioned in her speech withdrawing from the contest. Six months earlier, Democrats had rejoiced over the groundbreaking nomination of Geraldine Ferraro for vice president, she told the DNC members, meeting at Washington’s Shoreham Hotel. Now they seemed afraid that choosing a woman to lead the party would alienate male voters. “It is clear to me that many of you felt that the wrong message would go out if a woman was elected chairman.”

Kirk’s election signaled the politics of “yesterday,” she said, not bothering to hide her scorn. “It’s not the politics of tomorrow.”
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Pelosi told me that she learned more from that loss than she did from any victory.

She developed a tougher skin against political attacks, including those lobbed by people she thought were her friends. She knew not to assume the old boys’ network would make room for her, regardless of how she had delivered for them. More than a decade later, when the job she wanted was in the House Democratic leadership, she started so early—remembering the cost of waiting until Mondale’s defeat—that her chief rival complained she was jumping the gun. She went ahead anyway.

And she would almost never again complain publicly about being the victim of sexism. “Don’t agonize; organize,” she said then, a personal mantra. And later: “No whining; just winning.”

“I tell you, I would never be in Congress if I had not run for that,” she said of the DNC race. We were talking in the Speaker’s suite in the Capitol, a considerably grander office than the one she once lost at Democratic headquarters. “These are people that I knew, that I worked with all the time, that I’d helped so much in different things with their initiatives, their whatever, and all of a sudden they had turned on me,” she said.

“Her race for national chair was a heartbreaker,” California representative Anna Eshoo, one of Pelosi’s closest friends in Congress, told me. “But I remember saying to her after that, I said, ‘Nancy, God has something else in store for you.’ I remember she said to me, ‘You have a direct line?’ And I said, ‘Well, I don’t know about a direct line, but I truly believe that. I truly believe that.’ And I did; I did.”

When a door for elective office suddenly opened in 1987, her DNC defeat had prepared her to walk through it. It had “strengthened” her. “I knew exactly what to expect,” she said. “Two years later, when Sala [Burton] asked me to run for her congressional seat, I was battle-ready.”







CHAPTER EIGHT
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SALA

April 7, 1987—San Francisco, California

Sala Burton was dying.

“She looked like Mother Earth,” Nancy Pelosi wrote in the opening passage of her 2008 book Know Your Power, which was part memoir, part advice column. “She spoke with a Polish accent; she didn’t drive a car. She gave off an intense warmth—if she liked you. She was passionate about what she believed in, but very dispassionate about her politics.”

Sala had been the soft-spoken partner of her outspoken husband, Phillip Burton, the leader of a Northern California political machine and a liberal lion in the U.S. House of Representatives. A ten-term representative from San Francisco’s main congressional district, he had come within a single vote of being elected majority leader in 1976. (He would be immortalized in a majestic political biography, A Rage for Justice, by journalist John Jacobs.) Burton was just fifty-six years old in 1983 when, late one night in San Francisco, he turned to his wife and said, “Jesus, Sala, I don’t feel good.” An aortic aneurysm had ruptured in his abdomen; he collapsed and died before the ambulance could get him to the hospital. Sala won the special election to complete his term and was reelected the next year.

Now she was facing her own health crisis. In early 1986, she underwent drastic surgery for colon cancer. Nearly her entire colon was removed; her doctor told her she would be lucky to live another year. She confided in almost no one about what was happening, even after she had to check back in to the hospital in August. Then the San Francisco Examiner got wind of it. “Sala Burton’s secret surgery: Colon cancer,” the front-page headline blared two months before Election Day. “I’m recuperating and I’ll be raring to go,” she assured reporter David Johnston, who said she sounded “tired but upbeat.”

Unable to campaign, she won 75 percent of the vote and a third term in the solidly Democratic district anyway.

On Election Day, she showed up for lunch at the Washington Square Bar and Grill, a San Francisco institution favored by pols and reporters. “How ya doing?” one diner shouted. “I’m in better shape than you,” she replied; then she spied Herb Caen, the legendary (and balding) San Francisco Chronicle columnist. He had reported rumors that she was undergoing chemotherapy. “And you will notice that I have more hair than you!” she teased. His good-natured response: “Like who don’t?”

Bravura aside, the seriousness of her illness was impossible to miss. She had always been a big woman, and a vigorous one. Now she was thin, almost gaunt; she could no longer manage to walk up a flight of stairs unassisted. Maneuvering began behind the scenes—“gingerly,” as the Los Angeles Times reported—by those interested in running for her seat, potentially a lifetime sinecure for a Democrat. A new election would be a test of the rising power of the gay and lesbian community in San Francisco, and of the ebbing power of the Burton machine her husband had forged. Harry Britt, an openly gay member of the Board of Supervisors, was ready to run for the seat. He would make history if he won. At the time, no openly gay candidate had ever won his or her initial election to Congress.

When Sala Burton didn’t attend her swearing-in ceremony at the Capitol in January 1987, speculation surged. “S.F. Politicos Express Concern—and Start Jockeying,” Jacobs reported in the San Francisco Examiner. His story mentioned five prospective candidates. Nancy Pelosi wasn’t one of them.

She wasn’t seen as an obvious contender, much less the favorite. She would later tell people that when she first heard Sala Burton was interested in having “Pelosi” run to succeed her, she assumed she meant her husband, Paul Pelosi. He had political connections of his own; his brother Ronald had been president of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors. When John Burton first heard that Sala, his sister-in-law, was interested in having “Nancy” run for her seat, he assumed she meant Nancy Walker, then a member of the Board of Supervisors.

“I said, ‘Oh, she’s for Nancy—Nancy Walker?’” John Burton told me, remembering the conversation he had that day at a downtown coffee shop with Agar Jaicks, a leader of the San Francisco Democratic County Central Committee. “I said, ‘That’s great!’” Jaicks corrected him. “Not Nancy Walker,” he said. “Nancy Pelosi.”

A Los Angeles Times article a few weeks later mentioned Nancy Pelosi, but it quoted Paul Pelosi before it quoted her, and it identified her as “a San Francisco socialite” before citing any of her political credentials. She had run the state Democratic Party and was known as a successful fund-raiser, but she had never sought public office. Some dismissed her as one of those wealthy dilettantes who liked to dabble in politics.

It was the same rap that had enraged her when she ran for Democratic national chairman two years earlier. Like many women of that era, when the power brokers were almost entirely men, she was routinely underestimated. That is, by those who hadn’t worked closely with her. Behind the scenes, those who knew her best had been encouraging her for years to consider running for mayor, for Congress, for governor, for whatever.

When John Burton announced in 1982 that he wouldn’t seek a sixth term in the U.S. House—he was fighting an addiction to cocaine—Phillip Burton sounded out Pelosi about whether she might be interested in seeking the seat. (Phil Burton had gerrymandered the district, in Marin County and northwestern San Francisco, to make it more Democratic and thus friendlier for his brother.)

After the 1984 Democratic convention in San Francisco, New York governor Mario Cuomo urged her to run for office, too. She and Cuomo were close. They had met in 1980 when President Jimmy Carter named both to an official delegation bringing aid to Italy after the devastating Irpinia earthquake. (When she finally ran for the House in 1987 and won, Cuomo called and congratulated her in Italian, and she was poised to play a major role if he had decided to run for president.)

And Maine senator George Mitchell had encouraged her to run for governor of California. When Mitchell chaired the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee in 1986, he enlisted Pelosi to lead the organization’s fund-raising. Those were the midterm elections in which Democrats regained control of the Senate.

“I told her, ‘I really think you’ve got the ability and the commitment and the energy to serve in public office,’” Mitchell told me. He was urging her to consider it just months before Sala Burton’s illness became common knowledge. He told Pelosi, “I think you’d be a terrific governor of California, and I think you ought to think about running for it at some point.”

She had always demurred. “I don’t want to run for anything,” she said flatly in 1984.

Thanks to Sala, though, her attitude was changing.

“Sala simply said she had to convince Nancy to run, that Nancy was the logical person to continue the legacy,” William Sweeney, a top Democratic operative who was close to Sala Burton, told me. “One of the last times I saw Sala she said, ‘This is what I’m going to do.’”

Nancy Pelosi knew better than most about Sala Burton’s dire diagnosis. They were friends. When Pelosi visited Washington, she often stayed overnight at Burton’s town house. Pelosi’s oldest daughter, Nancy Corinne, had been an intern in Burton’s congressional office. When Nancy Corinne was a student at Mount Vernon College in Washington, she convinced her parents to let her take the family’s old Jeep Wrangler to school with the argument that she needed it to chauffeur Sala around town. “It was quite a sight to see Nancy Corinne driving the dignified Sala Burton around Washington in a car with removable windows,” Nancy Pelosi said.

Now Sala Burton told Nancy Pelosi she wanted to endorse her as her successor. Pelosi wasn’t the only possibility she considered, but she was the one she settled on. Her embrace would provide a major boost, albeit not a guarantee of victory. It could convince some potential rivals to stay out of the race. It would make her an instant contender.

First, Nancy Pelosi conferred with her husband. “Yes, you should run, and you’ll win it,” Paul Pelosi told her, “but only if you want to do it, not because other people think it’s a good idea.” Then she talked with her children; they were on board. Alexandra, heading into her senior year of high school that fall, was the youngest and the only child still at home. She had always been a handful—their most rebellious child, and the one who took the longest to find her way. “In some ways, our most challenging child,” as her mother diplomatically put it. A campaign for Congress, not to mention winning the seat and working in Washington, would affect Alexandra’s life more than those of her siblings.

“So I went to her and I said, ‘Alexandra, Mommy has an opportunity to run for Congress,’” Nancy Pelosi said. “‘I love my life. I love being home with you. But if it’s all right with you, for a few days a week, I’ll be in Washington, if I run for Congress and if I win.’ And she said something to me that I had never heard before. She looked up—now, she’s sixteen, young for her class—she looks up to me and she said, ‘Mother, get a life.’”

With that eye-rolling reply, a teenager’s commentary on the cluelessness of parents, Nancy Pelosi felt free to walk through the door that Sala Burton had opened.

With the benefit of hindsight, her decision seems obvious, even inevitable. Pelosi had been raised in a political family as a child and immersed in the political world as an adult. Her offspring were unsurprised. “It’s about time you’re doing that,” they told her. Down the road, some reporters and opponents assumed that she had always known that she would run for office eventually, or at least that it was a possibility. They saw her protestations as a convenient myth.

But in fact this was a breakout moment, an instant of transformation for a woman who had grown to adulthood before the women’s movement took hold. Until the 1987 special election, Nancy Pelosi had been following in her mother’s footsteps, as the organizer behind the scenes, the person who made it possible for others to get elected. From then on, she would be following in her father’s footsteps, the candidate running for office and holding it.

She went from being the power behind the throne to being the person sitting atop it.

In Washington, Sala’s health continued to decline. On the day the newly elected Congress was being sworn in, on January 6, 1987, she showed up at the Capitol but had to return home before the ceremony, too weak to stay. California congressman Don Edwards stopped by to administer the oath of office in her living room. Within a week or two, she was admitted, once again, to George Washington University Hospital. She would never leave.

Sala asked her inner circle of friends and allies to the hospital to meet with her one last time. John Burton, Nancy Pelosi, and Agar Jaicks flew on the same commercial flight from California to Washington. The capital had been all but shut down that weekend by a foot of snow. Close colleagues from Congress, Mary Rose Oakar of Ohio and Don Edwards, were there. So was Sala’s daughter, Joy.

There was no time for tears. Sala Burton was all business. Everyone understood what was ahead. Even so, John Burton was shocked by how gaunt his sister-in-law looked; he could see that she was gritting her teeth in pain. Nancy Pelosi already knew what Sala Burton was going to ask her.

“You know, Nancy, I would like to see you run, but you should not run unless you want to run,” Sala Burton told her. “You have to want that office.” She acknowledged that Pelosi had to weigh the impact not only on her but also on her family. “You have five children. You have a husband. You’re going to have to take that into consideration.” But if Pelosi wanted to run, she told her, she would endorse her. That was no small gift.

“Sala, please don’t talk this way,” Nancy Pelosi finally replied. “You’re breaking my heart.”

She offered comforting assurances that none of them believed. “I expect you to get well. I want you to get well. And I want you to be able to finish out your term,” Nancy Pelosi said carefully. “But if you decide at some point that you are not going to run for it, I’d be honored to be able to run for the Congress of the United States.”

In an interview years later, John Burton described the moment to me. By then he was eighty-six years old, a recovering cocaine addict who had survived a series of health crises. But he retained the bent for political declarations and profanity-laced tirades that had made him a legend in California politics. He had been a skeptic about Sala’s choice, he said. He was not at all sure he wanted to go along.

“She called us back to Washington and basically lays hands on Nancy, whom I did not know,” he told me, sitting at his favorite coffee shop near his office in downtown San Francisco. He noted that Pelosi had been aligned more with the Democratic machine led by Leo McCarthy than the rival Burton organization. That said, Nancy Pelosi already had reached out to him and given him an opportunity to raise objections, a courtesy that he appreciated. “She said, ‘If my running would damage the Burton name, the Burton reputation, I don’t have to run,’” he recalled.

When they met with Sala, “I thought we were going to get the bullshit that ‘she’s a friend of mine, she’s a friend of Phillip’s,’” John Burton said. But that wasn’t what Sala Burton, dispassionate about politics, said about Nancy Pelosi. “She starts talking about, ‘She’s smart, she’s tough, she’s operational,’” Burton said. He remained unconvinced. “Is she bullshitting us or what?” he said to Jaicks afterward. Despite his doubts about her decision, John Burton decided to accede to her wishes. Only later would he see the skills that his sister-in-law had recognized. “She saw the greatness of Nancy Pelosi before any of us,” he told me.

The others left the hospital room, leaving Sala Burton and Nancy Pelosi alone.

“You’ve got to be ready,” Sala told her with all the force she could muster, a diminished figure propped up in a hospital bed, surrounded by IVs and medical monitors. “Are you ready?”

Yes, Nancy Pelosi replied. She was ready.

She went downstairs to the lobby of the hospital and headed to a pay phone, a necessity in that era before cell phones were ubiquitous. She called George Mitchell to confer; they had worked together the year before on the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. Then she called Peter Kelly, a top Democratic operative she had worked with closely for years, at the 1984 convention and at the Senate campaign committee. She told him about her conversation with Sala Burton. “What do I do?” she asked him. “Is that something that I should think about?”

Kelly, an ebullient man, responded by singing the refrain from “Olive Tree,” a song from the Broadway musical Kismet about the rewards of ambition.


Why be contented with one olive tree when you could have the whole olive grove?

Why be content with a grove when you could have the world?



“I sang the song to her,” Kelly told me. “And she said, ‘Got it.’”

Sala Burton wasn’t ready to let journalists or her constituents know what was happening, at least not all at once. After the meeting that Saturday, John Burton told a handful of California reporters who had gathered downstairs at the hospital that his sister-in-law had no intention of resigning and planned to finish out her term. But she had decided not to seek reelection in 1988, he said. Three days later, in her San Francisco office, John Burton read another statement to the news media, still not disclosing her catastrophic prognosis but announcing that she was supporting Nancy Pelosi as her successor.

He wanted to make sure he revealed the endorsement before she died, so there could be no question about whether it came from her.

“I strongly believe that no individual can give a Congressional district to another, nor, in our democracy, can, nor should anyone be anointed to public office,” the statement said. “However, as a person who has been active in the political affairs of this city for most of my adult life, I feel an obligation to make my thoughts known to my friends and supporters. It is in that spirit that I support and will recommend to my constituents the candidacy of Nancy Pelosi, a respected leader and former Democratic State Chair.”

Five days later, Sala Burton died. Nancy Pelosi’s elective career was launched.

Pelosi said she had never seriously thought about or wanted to run for office until Sala Burton pushed her to do it. A few years earlier, it had been another woman, Louisiana representative Lindy Boggs, who had urged her to embrace powerful posts in the Democratic Party, putting her on track to be a contender for this campaign. “Sometimes it takes the encouragement of someone who knows us well to propel us forward in ways we never would have dreamed,” Pelosi said. That was particularly true for female candidates, then and later, who often assumed that some other person, generally a man, would be better qualified or more electable than they would be. Indeed, both Sala Burton and Lindy Boggs had been first elected to succeed their husbands when they died in office, one of the most common early routes to Congress for women.

Decades later, sitting in the Speaker’s office, Pelosi dismissed the assumption by some that this course was somehow preordained, the result of a master plan, the realization of an ambition that had been forged on her father’s knee. “People were saying, ‘She knew since she was five years old, she wanted to be Speaker of the House,’” Pelosi told me, her tone mocking. She waved her right arm in the air as though to physically dissipate the thought. “I had absolutely no interest, ever, in running for political office until I did,” she said.

Once she was running, though, she was running hard.
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Nancy Pelosi was forty-six years old when she started her first campaign as a candidate. It had been more than two decades since she held her first full-time paying job—which had been, coincidentally, on the congressional payroll. She had been hired as the receptionist for Maryland senator Daniel Brewster in the interval between her college graduation and her wedding. In contrast, by the time her father was forty-six, he had already won five elections to Congress and was serving as mayor of Baltimore.

Unfortunately, she had not inherited his gifts as a campaigner.

Behind the scenes, she was a master strategist and tactician, but at center stage she often came across as uncomfortable and scattered. “She was kind of all over the place verbally,” recalled Douglas Foster, who produced the only debate of the campaign. Sometimes she would struggle to speak in full sentences and stay on point; at other times she could seem programmed and stilted. She had her mother’s political smarts but not her father’s storytelling skills, nor his gregarious personality. She was ambitious but she was also shy. Her proper mien was not necessarily a political asset, particularly in the rough-and-tumble of a competitive contest like this one. Jerry Roberts, then the political editor of the San Francisco Chronicle, called her “extremely disciplined and annoyingly on message all the time,” an assessment that reporters in Washington would echo in future years.

Scott Shafer, then a young Democratic operative, was credited with an observation that would describe Pelosi through much of her career. “She’s really, really good with the things you can’t see, and really, really bad at the things you can,” he told me. “The things that everyone sees her do are the things she does least well—press conferences, speeches, impromptu remarks, television appearances. And the things that she’s so good at are… all the things she does behind the scenes that nobody really sees unless you’re in the room with her.”

Though she would work over the years to improve her communication skills, including consulting with a speech coach, that would be a challenge for her even decades later.

KQED, the public broadcasting station in San Francisco, was hosting the only televised debate of the campaign. As a special election, the primary was open to contenders from all parties. If no candidate managed to carry 50 percent of the vote, the two top finishers from different parties would compete in a runoff election. Fourteen candidates had signed up, and the station decided that all of them would be invited to participate in the debate.

The candidates, seated on three levels of risers onstage, represented not only the Democratic and Republican parties but also the Libertarian Party, the Humanist Party, the Socialist Workers Party, and the Peace and Freedom Party. One candidate was a follower of Lyndon LaRouche, a cultish figure on the fringe of American politics. It was the sort of freewheeling encounter that would reward verbal agility and chutzpah.

Pelosi almost didn’t show up for it.

Her campaign manager, Clinton Reilly, was getting increasingly nervous about how his candidate would fare. “She can get ahead of her skis when she’s talking,” Foster, the debate’s producer, told me. “He could see that she wasn’t necessarily going to be good on television.” Three days before the debate, Reilly called Foster to say Pelosi wouldn’t be there because of a scheduling conflict with an event featuring Maryland senator Barbara Mikulski.

“If you’re telling me that a well-run campaign like yours didn’t notice a scheduling conflict between an hourlong debate on the PBS television station in San Francisco and a visit by Senator Mikulski, I just can’t believe that,” Foster told him. He accused Reilly of already trying to undermine the debate by fomenting fears among the secondary candidates about whether it would be fair to them. “Either you’re incompetent or you’re lying, and I choose to think that you’re lying.”

The argument between the two men was heated. A few hours later, Foster called Reilly back with a warning. “Clint, I’ve really been thinking about the decision that you’ve made. I think your candidate is going to regret it.” He would be “obligated” to put an empty chair onstage with her name on it, he warned. Later, he called Pelosi’s home and told Paul Pelosi the same thing, just to make sure Nancy Pelosi knew.

For a novice candidate, one who had already been depicted by her rivals as a dilettante, her absence could have been damaging, perhaps even fatal, particularly in a race that would end up being decided by a razor-thin margin. But there were also risks in participating in a debate guaranteed to be raucous. “At the time, just so you know, the theory was that if there are thirteen clowns in a ring, and a sane person jumps in, she looks like the fourteenth clown,” Pelosi told me. She said she didn’t remember the dispute, but she acknowledged, “Clint could have done that.”

The Pelosi campaign never called Foster back with word of whether she was going to show up. Five minutes before airtime, she did.
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Tom Spinosa, one of four Republicans onstage, opened the forum by calling for the bombing of the headquarters of Nicaragua’s Sandinista government—oh, and of Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran, too. Those might not be decisions typically made by a freshman member of the House, not to mention one from the minority party, but his impassioned declaration did reflect the GOP’s determination to oust the leftist regime of Nicaraguan president Daniel Ortega. (That determination had ensnared President Ronald Reagan in the Iran-Contra scandal, then the subject of a congressional investigation.)

“Wouldn’t that cause a war?” moderator Spencer Michels asked.

“How could they fight after they’d been bombed out of existence?” countered Spinosa, who was sporting his signature black fedora.

Michels started to pose a question to Nancy Pelosi, one she had been expecting. “Harry Britt has charged in several forums that you don’t represent the struggling people in San Francisco,” the KQED anchor began. Before she could respond—indeed, before Michels had finished asking the question—the Peace and Freedom candidate, Ted Zuur, jumped from his seat and stood squarely in front of the camera.

“This show is a fraud!” he bellowed. “The most important issue is that Reagan—”

“Okay, could you sit down?” Michels asked, trying to regain control.

Zuur was undeterred. “—and Bush and the Contras and—”

“Ted, Ted,” Michels said pleadingly.

“Nobody is addressing the issues!” Zuur continued, his voice getting louder. “I think the president must resign!”

“Could you sit down,” Michels said more firmly—this time a demand, not a question.

“I think everyone here should take a stand on it,” Zuur insisted.

Michels finally summoned a reluctant security guard. Zuur, a burly and determined man, easily shook him off. After a moment, the guard put his arm on the candidate’s shoulder and managed to escort him offstage.

“Excuse me,” Zuur shouted as he exited. “I’m not finished here.”

The other candidates looked a little stunned at the eruption. Then Pelosi spoke up. “If I could address those two things,” she began, turning back to the question that she had been waiting to answer.

Not quite yet, as it turned out. Carol Ruth Silver, a fellow Democrat and a member of the Board of Supervisors, interrupted to complain that Pelosi had loaned $250,000 of her own money to her campaign. “How can she relate to people like me, a single parent, working mother?” Silver demanded. “She’s never had to meet a payroll. She’s never had to worry about child care. She’s never had a kid in the public schools. She’s never worried about the things that most of the people of San Francisco have.”

Only then did Nancy Pelosi manage to get the floor.

Her wealth gave her an independence that the others didn’t have, she argued. “Especially the four supervisors who were reported this week to have received $1,000 each from the Embarcadero Center, and then voted to give them a street,” she said pointedly, a charge aimed at Silver and three other Democratic contenders, including Harry Britt. “So if you want to talk about independence, let’s talk about independence.

“Second of all, I don’t think you have to be sick to be a doctor or poor to understand the problems of the poor,” she went on. For her, this would be the most crucial exchange of the evening—the essential exchange of the campaign, and perhaps of her political career. She defined herself not as a wealthy socialite but as a loyal Democrat. “I have spent my life committed to the ideals of the Democratic Party, and I believe that I have recognition in Congress for my commitment to the principles of the Democratic Party, for my determination to get the job done, and in my skill in getting the job done.”

She spotlighted her powerful connections, connections that could help her deliver for the district. “I don’t think it hurts—Democrats in the United States Congress recognize me as the person most responsible for winning the Senate for Democrats,” she declared, referring to her work the year before as finance chair of the party’s Senate campaign operation. Democrats had scored a net gain of eight seats, wresting control from the GOP.

It was clear that she had prepared the response and practiced it beforehand; she finally was able to deliver it over the din of the debate. She had been the main focus for attack throughout the one-hour forum. She didn’t dominate the evening, but she survived it.

Clint Reilly, who had been watching the debate on a monitor in the overflow room, wasn’t so sure. When Foster came out of the control room after it was over, he saw Reilly approach. “Clint came up with his fists raised like he was going to clock me, and he shouted, ‘You set up my client for a gang fuck.’ And if I remember right, it was the political writer from the Chronicle who pushed his way in and held Clint back.”

In the heat of the moment, Reilly thought the debate had turned out to be a bad idea, but that wasn’t the consensus of the news coverage that followed. Harry Britt, her top competitor and a more experienced candidate, was more fluent and projected more confidence. But Nancy Pelosi had held her own in what amounted to a political brawl.

“I think it was her breakout moment that showed people she had the capacity to rise to a position of being a power in her own right,” Foster said. “Until then, she had been the person who made it possible for other people to have careers, without much of a sign that she herself could become a political power.”

Before she left the studio, Nancy Pelosi walked over and gave Foster a knowing look and a half-embrace. “Thanks,” she told him, in what he interpreted as a reference to his surreptitious call to her husband. “I think that was good.”
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She was fortunate that the campaign was just sixty days long and that the primary in a special election was open to all parties. That softened the advantage that the most liberal candidate would have had in a regular Democrats-only primary. (Decades later, California voters would pass a referendum making all primaries open, a boost to more moderate contenders.) Most of all, she was lucky that few voters usually bothered to turn out in special elections, making a grassroots organization matter more.

Nancy Pelosi was not the most charismatic candidate or persuasive debater in the field, but none of her rivals knew as much as she did about how to build an organization.

On the five-hour flight back to San Francisco after the hospital meeting with Sala Burton, she and Jaicks started strategizing. They were seated across the aisle from each other in the coach section of the plane. One row ahead of her, he spent much of the flight twisted around and leaning over to talk. John Burton, seated in first class, came back occasionally to weigh in.

They knew the timetable was going to be short. Sala was failing; she would die the next week. California governor George Deukmejian would then set the date of a special election to take place within sixty days. It would end up being on April 7, 1987.

On February 12, Nancy Pelosi formally announced her candidacy at the old Jack Tar Hotel on Cathedral Hill.

The supporting cast around her was calculated to signal her political muscle. Former mayor Joseph Alioto, who years earlier had urged her to accept his appointment to the San Francisco Library Commission because it would give her a credential if she ever decided to run for something, was there. So was John Burton, who had agreed to be her campaign chairman, testimony to her backing by the Burton machine. And Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, activists who in 1955 had cofounded the first social and political organization for lesbians in the United States. They were key in her efforts to make at least some inroads among gay and lesbian voters drawn to Harry Britt.

Pelosi declared herself the front-runner, but her campaign’s internal polling showed that Harry Britt started with a lead. She had the endorsement of Sala Burton, but he could claim the imprimatur of Harvey Milk, the revered gay Board of Supervisors member who had been assassinated in 1978. Days before he was killed, Milk had recorded a sort of political will endorsing four gay leaders. Britt had been one of them. Dianne Feinstein, then the mayor of San Francisco, had appointed Britt to replace Milk on the board.

That said, Britt could be abrasive. His commitment to addressing the burgeoning AIDS crisis wasn’t in doubt, but critics questioned if he would be able to build the sort of Washington coalition needed to win more federal resources to care for those who had the disease and to prevent more people from getting it.

That was the card Pelosi played. At her announcement, she endorsed the same liberal policies that her Democratic competitors had, to ban offshore oil drilling and end foreign military interventions and, especially, to battle the AIDS epidemic as “a very top priority.” Then she spotlighted what she said was distinctive about her. “I believe the No. 1 issue in the upcoming campaign will be who can accomplish the most for San Francisco,” she said.

Her campaign slogan was that she had “a voice that will be heard.” In other words, all the candidates could talk; she was the one who could deliver. That may have seemed presumptuous for someone who had never held elective office. But while she hadn’t been in a position to wield power herself, she knew many of those who were. She had raised money for them, and she knew something about forging coalitions and striking deals.

The slogan was repeated at rallies, plastered on flyers, and used in her TV ad, the only one aired by any campaign in the expensive broadcast market during those days before the profusion of cable channels. It was a talking point repeated by allies. It was so ubiquitous that it became the source of humor.

At a crowded candidates’ forum at the Jewish Community Center one night, Nancy Pelosi was responding to a question about her stance on Catholic doctrine on artificial insemination when a voice from the back of the library shouted, “Louder!”

“It’s okay,” Pelosi yelled back to laughter that rippled through the room. “I’m the voice that will be heard!”

She demonstrated her powerful connections in another way: by swamping her rivals in fund-raising. A $1,000-a-plate luncheon in Washington raised $60,000 and drew eight Democratic senators, including George Mitchell. She raised more than $650,000 in a campaign that lasted just sixty days. That was three times as much money as Harry Britt raised. It was twice as much as the money raised by all the other Democratic contenders combined.

She was also working the inside game.

At the time, Stephen Morin was the highest-ranking openly gay appointee in California government, a psychologist and mental health expert who was working on the AIDS issue. Like Nancy Pelosi, he had grown up in politics; his father had been a member of the county Democratic committee in western Massachusetts who had worked on John F. Kennedy’s Senate and presidential races. “Out of the blue Sala died, and everybody was jumping in this race, and some people approached me and said, ‘Get into this race,’” Morin told me. Some allies worried that Harry Britt’s brusque manner made him a flawed candidate. “So I got a group together around my dining room table, and we hashed out what that would look like.” At the end of the evening, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

“The next morning, the phone rings, and it’s Nancy Pelosi,” he said. “She wants to have breakfast, so off I go and we have a two-hour breakfast.” She had somehow heard about his meeting the night before, and she wanted to make the case that he should support her, not run himself. “It was pure Nancy Pelosi,” he recalled. “She said, ‘You have amazing credentials. I mean, this is perfect for you—but I’m going to win.’” She laid out fund-raising and strategic details that dwarfed anything her rivals had in the works, and anything Morin could do.

He was interested in running to influence federal policy on AIDS; she persuaded him that she had the same priority. Indeed, after she was elected, she would hire him as the first staffer in Congress devoted specifically to AIDS policy. During the campaign, Morin’s support helped her counter criticism that she wasn’t involved with the gay community.

Her campaign targeted gay voters to reduce Harry Britt’s advantage with that significant voting bloc. That was no easy task in those days before technological innovations made microtargeting routine. Instead, her campaign worked with the information they had. If two men were listed at the same address and were within twenty years of each other in age, they were sent a campaign brochure focused on AIDS and other issues of particular importance to gay voters.

A brochure that targeted female voters showed eight locally prominent women who had endorsed her. Another brochure had the same template but included photographs of eight African American supporters. A mailing designed for Italian American voters on the west side showed Nancy Pelosi at the center of her large family, with smaller photos labeled “The D’Alesandro Family” with her as a little girl and a third picture of Paul Pelosi’s parents. The candidate was “steeped in the traditions of her Italian Catholic childhood,” the caption said.

In 1987, having children wasn’t generally viewed as a political asset for a female candidate. There were few women running for office, and those who were generally tried to make the case that they were as tough as their male counterparts, not different from them. A memo sent out the next year by Emily’s List, a political action committee formed to help elect Democratic pro-choice women, warned that they must “fight throughout their campaigns to establish their qualifications, power, toughness and capacity to win.”

Power and toughness, not the softer attributes of compassion and motherhood. At the time, having children could even be seen as a political liability.

“Many people assumed that I still had little ones at home,” Pelosi recalled. “I was asked over and over again, ‘Who is taking care of your children?’ My answer was, ‘My children are grown and are taking care of me.’ In 1987, even among the progressives who wanted to see more women in public office, some were uneasy with the idea of a mother running for Congress who still had young children at home.”

Her opponents were campaigning, too, of course. “Nancy Pelosi says her ‘voice will be heard.’ But to whom would she listen, and for whom would she speak?” a flyer from Harry Britt’s campaign asked. “You know he’s on your side.” Britt’s campaign sent a mailer to fifty thousand voters and aired a thirty-second radio ad that said Pelosi had been “missing in action” while he had fought to get funds to fight AIDS, a disease that was devastating the city. He had sponsored anti-pollution and rent-control legislation. The ad featured a mythical “Inspector Reilly, Missing Persons Squad” on a doomed quest to find her.

Another Democratic contender, Bill Maher, financed by tens of thousands of dollars that reportedly had been steered to his campaign by Harry Britt, attacked Pelosi as an elitist. “Going to Congress is not a reward for meritorious service to the party,” he told reporters. “We had a system that used to work the way she wants. It was called vassals and lords.” In a campaign mailing, he mocked efforts by the Burton machine to “anoint” Pelosi as Sala Burton’s successor. It featured a photograph of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II by the archbishop of Canterbury in 1953. The caption sarcastically asked, “Why not a Pelosi?”

Maher dubbed her “a party girl from the party.” Campaign signs asked if voters wanted “the legislator… or the dilettante?”

A week before the election, a San Francisco Examiner/KRON-TV poll showed Pelosi’s earlier lead of 18 points cut to 11 points. Half of those surveyed were still undecided.

Nancy Pelosi’s father was too sick to travel; he would die of a heart attack that summer. But he wasn’t too sick to offer political advice to the daughter he never imagined would run for office. He dispatched her oldest brother, himself a former mayor of Baltimore, to take a look.

Tommy D’Alesandro III visited his sister’s headquarters at 666 Mission Street. Oversized balloon-shaped posters were plastered on the ground-floor storefront and a giant banner was strung across the second-floor windows. (Her forty-seventh birthday fell in the middle of the campaign to represent the Fifth Congressional District; staffers presented her with a sheet cake decorated with the message “Take the Fifth!”) Tommy the Younger reviewed the precinct maps, the lists of volunteers, the voter-registration files, the get-out-the-vote operation.

“When he called our father, Daddy said, ‘So how is it? What’s her campaign like? Does she have a good organization?’” Nancy Pelosi said. Her brother registered his approval. “She’s true to her roots,” he told Tommy the Elder. “She’s going to give them a run. It’s just a question of what the other side has.”

That was the crucial question. Harry Britt had the enthusiasm of gay and lesbian supporters eager for a breakthrough; they were all but certain to show up at the polls. What about her voters? She was counting on support from younger women, from older, ethnic Democrats, and from Republicans. She was leading in the public polls, which might make her supporters feel complacent. Heading into the final week of the campaign, Nancy Pelosi applied what she called “the most important D’Alesandro rule of all,” something so crucial she would refer to it in capital letters: “Count Your Votes.”

The campaign calculated the likely results based on various turnout models. The conclusion wasn’t reassuring. “If things broke poorly for me,” she said, “and the best-case scenario happened for my opponents, I would lose by five hundred to a thousand votes.” They decided to fortify the get-out-the-vote effort with the goal of delivering five thousand additional Pelosi supporters to the polls, “a number chosen because it would, we hoped, give us a wide, safe margin.” As it turned out, she would need almost all of them.

When the votes were being counted, Pelosi and Britt were locked in a dead heat.

“Election Night was very tense,” Morin told me. “I was sure we were going to win, but the early returns did not come in that way, and we’re all going, ‘Uh-oh.’” At the watch party, word circulated that John Burton and Leo McCarthy, then the California lieutenant governor and a mentor, were enlisted for the ticklish task of warning the candidate, “to just prepare her that it was going to be closer than expected.”

In the ballots cast at polling places that day, it was all but a tie. Pelosi led Britt by only 450 votes. But she began to build a lead when the absentee ballots were counted. Among absentee voters, Pelosi led Britt by 3,540 votes, providing the lion’s share of her narrow margin of victory. That was no accident. Her campaign had used a network of local house parties to convince irregular voters, those who couldn’t be counted on to show up at the polls, to sign up for absentee ballots. The 27,000 absentee ballots made up about a quarter of the total vote.

Pelosi had also made a quiet and crucial appeal for GOP support.

Her campaign had drafted a letter labeled “Republican voter alert” and decorated it with the party’s familiar elephant logo to mail to Republicans in the district. The message was a risky one that could inflame Democrats, if they heard about it. Local reporters covering the race heard that Nancy Pelosi was leery about sending it, that Paul Pelosi gave the final go-ahead.

The signatures on the letter included George Christopher, the last Republican who had been elected mayor of San Francisco, nearly a quarter century earlier. “It is clear that the next member of Congress from San Francisco will be a Democrat,” the letter read. “In a close election, we as Republicans have the ability to decide who our member of Congress will be.”

The message: If a Democrat was inevitably going to win, why not back the Democrat they liked most—or, put another way, disliked least? The letter touted Pelosi as someone who “will provide our city with the type of balanced representation that is long overdue.” Another campaign mailer sent by the Pelosi campaign to the more conservative neighborhoods in the district sounded almost Reaganesque. “The individual tax burden is too high,” it declared. “We need a representative who will fight all efforts to raise the personal income tax.”

When the ballots were counted, Britt led Pelosi by wide margins in the most heavily Democratic precincts—in Noe Valley by 1,335 votes, in Mission by 1,273 votes, in Upper Market by an overwhelming 4,027 votes. Turnout had spiked in Upper Market, a largely gay neighborhood. But Pelosi had swamped Britt in outlying neighborhoods—in Sunset by 3,773 votes, in Outer Mission by 3,172 votes, West of Twin Peaks by 2,932. That was enough, barely, to win. She defeated Harry Britt by fewer than 4,000 votes, 36 percent to 32 percent. That made her the Democratic candidate in the runoff, for a district that was more than three-to-one Democratic.

In other words, Nancy Pelosi prevailed in her first election to Congress thanks to Republican votes.
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There was a runoff election sixty days after the primary against the top-finishing Republican, but it would hardly matter. Nancy Pelosi scored a two-to-one landslide over Harriet Ross. In this deep blue district, winning the Democratic nomination was tantamount to election.

The day after the primary, she asked John Burton to make a pilgrimage with her.

“She wanted to go out to the cemetery to see Phillip and Sala,” he told me. The couple had been buried at San Francisco National Cemetery, their gravesite marked by a single dark granite stone inscribed with words chosen to define their public service. “His motivation was the common good / His life was service / His love was the people,” the inscription below Phillip’s name read. For Sala: “One must care about a world one will not see / She cared.”

“Well, we went out there, and on Phillip’s grave was a lit, king-sized Chesterfield cigarette, which is what he smoked,” John Burton said. Decades later, sitting with me over coffee, he still wasn’t sure what to make of that, whether it was just a weird coincidence or a sign from the beyond or something else. He wasn’t a religious man, but he noted that his mother had been a religious woman, and so was Nancy Pelosi. “That was pretty far out,” he finally said, leaving it at that.

John Burton and Nancy Pelosi returned to the gravesite again on the day after the general election. She placed a copy of that morning’s newspaper on the grave of Phillip and Sala.

“Pelosi Wins House Seat,” the headline across the top of the front page of the San Francisco Chronicle read. “I had the best endorsement possible,” Pelosi had told a cheering crowd at campaign headquarters. “I had Sala, and that was the biggest factor in my campaign. I’ll tell them in Washington I was sent by the people of San Francisco, and Sala Burton sent me.”







CHAPTER NINE
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EARTHQUAKE

October 11, 1987—The National Mall

Years later, Nancy Pelosi mocked herself for so misjudging the idea Cleve Jones was proposing. He wanted to launch a nationwide project to create a quilt that would memorialize the names of those who had died of AIDS.

“Cleve, a quilt?” she asked him dubiously. “Nobody sews. I have five children; I went to school in a convent from my earliest days. I know how to sew. I know how to darn. I know how to knit. I know how to crochet. I know how to taper. I know it all. I don’t sew! I have a sewing machine. I don’t sew. So if I don’t sew, a mother of five, with a sewing machine and all of that knowledge, nobody sews!”

She urged him to come up with some other way to focus attention on the epidemic and all it had cost. No place in America had been hit as hard as San Francisco, a center of gay life being ravaged by the disease.

Jones was adamant. “No, this is it,” he told her. “We’re sticking with this.” Pelosi agreed to cohost the first fund-raiser for the project at her home with two other top California Democrats, Leo McCarthy and Art Agnos. Later, she would sew one of the three-foot-by-six-foot panels herself in memory of Susan Piracci Roggio, who had been the flower girl at her wedding and who had died of AIDS. Over time, the AIDS Memorial Quilt would become the largest community art project in the world, growing to 50,000 panels commemorating 105,000 people.

In 1987, though, the stigma was still deep for a disease associated mostly with gay men and drug addicts. Some religious fundamentalists called it God’s punishment for sexual behavior they saw as aberrant. “There were people who would be offended just by the discussion of AIDS,” recalled George Miller, then a California congressman and an early activist. In an interview with me years later, he parodied the hands-off horror—“Eeek!”—that just mentioning the word could provoke from some of his colleagues in Congress. At the White House, President Ronald Reagan had studiously ignored the subject, even after the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention identified the disease in 1981. Six years would pass before he would deliver his first speech on the subject, when he called it “public health enemy No. 1” and urged schoolchildren to practice abstinence to avoid contracting it.

Those attitudes toward AIDS, the acronym for acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, fueled suspicion among activists when the National Park Service rejected requests for a permit to display the AIDS quilt during the National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights, set for October 11, 1987. By then, the project had already amassed nearly two thousand panels, nearly the length of two football fields. Spreading the quilt on the National Mall, the first time it would be on public display, would be a dramatic statement. But the Park Service was balking.

“We were getting nowhere,” Mike Smith, one of the organizers, told me. “The Reagan administration did not want this giant emblem of dead people, people who had died of AIDS, out on the Mall. They had fought hard to keep the March on Washington for Gay and Lesbian Rights from happening, and they’d lost that. And they were adamant that they just didn’t want to have this visual symbol out there, and so we were stonewalled at every level.”

Congresswoman Sala Burton, an ally, had died in February. Her successor, Nancy Pelosi, had been sworn in to office in June. Now Cleve Jones turned to the newly minted legislator for help in convincing the agency to relent.

It would be the first big battle Representative Nancy Pelosi waged in Washington.

She summoned Park Service officials to her office. Her suite on the top floor of the Longworth House Office Building had a view of Interstate 695, cramped quarters befitting the most junior member of Congress. She and the organizers were braced for an ideological argument. “This was the Reagan administration, and everyone was thinking there was this political reason” for not issuing the permit, Stephen Morin told me. He had just joined Pelosi’s staff, the first aide in Congress hired to focus specifically on the AIDS crisis.

To their surprise, the officials offered an entirely different rationale, at least officially. “They say, ‘No, we’ve just put the seedlings down. We don’t want to cover our seedlings with these mats, because then it’ll kill the grass.’ So this great political thing was not anything about politics. It was about the grass.”

The political debate suddenly became a horticultural one.

“They say, ‘Oh, yeah, we can give you a corner, a little space on the corner someplace,’” Pelosi said, re-creating their conversation. “I said, ‘You’re not hearing this correctly.’” She adopted the stern tone that was already familiar to her children, and in time would become familiar to many in Washington, including presidents. “That’s not the ‘ask.’ We have a big ‘ask.’” She tried to convey the perception—“earlier than maybe I should have,” she acknowledged with a laugh—that she was speaking for the entire Democratic congressional caucus, even though some of them had not yet learned her name. “This was our request,” she told the officials. “‘No’ was not a possibility. How are we going to get from here to there?”

After some back-and-forth, she came up with an idea on the spot. Volunteers could “fluff” the quilt every twenty minutes, lifting it to give the seedlings fresh air and a brief respite. That could protect the grass while also displaying the quilt. “She kind of put her reading glasses down on her nose and she looked at the gang and she said, ‘You boys can fluff the quilt every once in a while, can’t you, boys?’” Smith said with a grin. “And we’re like, ‘Oh, yes, we can.’”

She turned back to the Park Service officials. “We can handle that,” she assured them. “We’re not going to kill the grass. The way we handle this is we’re going to get the quilt lifted up every twenty minutes.” She exuded a breezy confidence, as though everything had been settled. What could possibly go wrong? “Well, you understand, I have volunteers from all over the country. That’s the easiest thing in the world. We will lift up the quilt every twenty minutes, and you can check on us after.”

The deal was reached. The permit was issued. The panels were unfurled, a patchwork stretching between the Washington Monument and the Capitol. Pelosi joined comedian Whoopi Goldberg, actor Robert Blake, Broadway producer Joseph Papp, Massachusetts congressmen Gerry Studds and Barney Frank, and others on the dais to read aloud the sobering toll, the names of the 1,920 people memorialized in the quilt.

Years later, Cleve Jones acknowledged that the Park Service concerns turned out to be valid. When it came to the grass, he recalled, “We killed every blade.” A few days after the march, he had a bird’s-eye view of the Mall as his flight took off from Washington National Airport. There was “a haunting afterimage of the grid on the lawn,” he said.
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The battle for the quilt and the issue of AIDS defined Nancy Pelosi’s early days in Congress.

In 1981, the CDC had published an initial report about five healthy gay men who had been infected with pneumonia that their immune systems couldn’t fight. The mysterious and terrifying disease was so firmly associated with homosexuals that officials initially called it Gay-Related Immune Deficiency, or GRID. It was dubbed the “gay plague.” For years, whatever it was called, the diagnosis was considered a death sentence.

By 1987, the year Pelosi was elected, twenty thousand Americans had died of the disease. One in ten of them were from San Francisco, a city with a vibrant and open gay community. In a ten-block radius in the Castro District, a thousand men had died by that summer. “It was one, sometimes two, funerals a day,” Nancy Pelosi said as the epidemic began to crescendo, no effective treatment yet in sight.

“You would pass people on the street, emaciated and covered in Kaposi [sarcoma cancer] scars, and you would know, you were saying goodbye,” Mike Smith recalled. “You were never going to see these people again.”

The morning after she narrowly won the Democratic nomination for the House seat, making her election all but guaranteed, Pelosi met with reporters at her campaign headquarters downtown. The first thing she was going to do in Washington was to try to “change the attitude about AIDS,” she told them. “We’ve got to make them understand it’s an emergency situation, almost as if we’ve had an earthquake in San Francisco.”

When she arrived in Washington, friends and family and constituents gathered to watch her being sworn in on June 9, 1987, a week after she won the general election. More than two dozen Democrats from the California delegation stood with her. So did the senators from California and from Maryland and elsewhere; she counted friends in the Senate from her stint as finance chair of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. Her father and brother, Tommy the Elder and Tommy the Younger, were with her on the House floor. So was John Burton, her campaign chairman and himself a former congressman.

Barbara Boxer, a fellow representative from the Bay Area, rose to welcome Pelosi to “a minority in this House”—that is, of women members. “We make up just five percent of this institution but we try to make our voices heard,” she said. The longest welcome, as it happened, was delivered by a congressman from Maryland, Steny Hoyer, then in his fourth term. (He and Pelosi would later become rivals for a leadership post.) “Nancy and I had the opportunity of working together on Capitol Hill some five or six years ago when we were in college,” Hoyer said with a smile. “Nancy probably comes to the Congress as well schooled and versed in politics and issues of our day as any member ever.”

Veteran House members had prepped Pelosi on what would happen during the brief ceremony. “My colleague said to me, ‘Don’t say a word. When you’re ready to take the oath’—it was a special election, so you were by yourself—‘just raise your right hand and say, “Yes, I do solemnly swear.” That’s all you have to say. You don’t say another word.’”

Then House Speaker Jim Wright of Texas, who was presiding, unexpectedly asked her, “Does the gentlewoman from California have anything to say in her own defense?”

She did. “Thank you, Mr. Speaker,” she began. “We are very proud of the Fifth Congressional District and its leadership for peace, for environmental protection, for equal rights, for rights of individual freedom, and now we must take the leadership, of course, in the crisis of AIDS, and I look forward to working with you on that.”

She concluded with this: “I told the people of the Fifth Congressional District when I got here I will tell you, ‘Sala Burton sent me.’”

Some of the new colleagues standing behind her were rolling their eyes and shaking their heads. “When she wanted to speak about AIDS on the floor, there were people who discouraged her from doing that,” recalled Thomas Downey, then a Democratic representative from Long Island, noting that he wasn’t one of them.

But her words helped solidify her credentials in San Francisco, including among some of those who had backed Harry Britt in the primary she had won. “There was a lot of anger that she got elected, and then also a lot of skepticism,” said Scott Shafer, then a young Democratic aide in San Francisco. A wealthy, straight woman who had been portrayed by her Democratic rivals as the conservative in the race had defeated a groundbreaking gay politician. “But she very, very quickly won people over, including the gay community.”

“People say, ‘Of course she did that; she was from San Francisco,’” recalled Hilary Rosen, a Democratic activist who was then working for the Human Rights Campaign Fund, one of the first gay and lesbian political action committees. San Francisco mayor Dianne Feinstein, Barbara Boxer, George Miller, and a few others were on the front lines of the AIDS fight at the time. But many political leaders, even liberal ones, were skittish about speaking out.

Pelosi did. “She reached out to all of the AIDS and gay activists in D.C. and said, ‘I’m going to be your person,’” Rosen told me. “It wasn’t a small thing for this fancy suburban lady to come in and be out there.”

Her attitude toward addressing AIDS and accepting gays wasn’t new. During receptions at her home leading up to the Democratic National Convention in 1984, she tried to help dispel by example some of the unfounded fears of AIDS, such as that the disease could be transmitted by casual contact. She would strategize with openly gay friends to perform a bit of instructive theater at the parties. “I’d say to a gay friend, ‘Okay, let’s both dip our chip in the guacamole at the same time, so they can see we are not afraid of each other.’”

At the time, standing with the gay community carried some political cost—not in San Francisco, but across the country.

Jeane Kirkpatrick, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations in the Reagan administration, had coined the phrase “San Francisco liberals” when the 1984 Democratic convention was held in the city. GOP partisans began to attack Pelosi and other Democrats for espousing “San Francisco values.” The phrase was intended to be derogatory. It was seen by many as having homophobic overtones, given the city’s identification as a center of gay life. It was meant to brand someone as far left, as out of the mainstream on cultural issues.

Pelosi understood the cost. Her first political identity would be stamped as a defender of gay rights and an activist on AIDS rather than, say, as a devout Catholic or the mother of five or a daughter of Baltimore’s Little Italy. Down the road, Republican attacks characterizing her as a dangerous leftist, the theme sounded in millions of dollars in television ads, would unnerve some Democratic congressional candidates from more centrist districts. It may be one reason why, even as her reputation rose in politics, Pelosi’s name was almost never raised in speculation about potential presidential contenders or their running mates.

“Some say California’s Nancy Pelosi might be a good pick,” Charlie Cook, a nonpartisan political handicapper, wrote in National Journal in 1999, at a time when Democrats were searching for prospective female contenders. He called Pelosi “a titan.” Even so, he assessed her odds as slim.

“It is not likely with my voting record,” Pelosi told the San Francisco Chronicle in a story headlined “Can Pelosi’s Politics Play Well in Peoria?” “It would require walking away from some of my voting record, of which I am very proud.” She called it “compatible with my district, but may not be compatible with a presidential nominee.”

Two years later, when she became the first woman elected House whip, she was blunter.

“When people say ‘San Francisco liberal,’ are they talking about protecting the environment, educating the American children, building economic success?” she demanded. “No, they are talking about gay people. Well, I was brought up to believe that all people are God’s children. And the last time I checked, that included gay people.”
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Nancy Pelosi’s willingness to stand up for those facing stigma at a time of life-and-death crisis may have reflected not only the demands of her district but also the lessons from her father.

Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was such an ardent fan of FDR that he named his third son Franklin Delano Roosevelt D’Alesandro. But he broke ranks with the president during World War II over FDR’s decision to rebuff pleas for the United States to admit more Jews fleeing the Nazis. D’Alesandro, then a young congressman from Baltimore, publicly endorsed the Bergson Group, a maverick Jewish political action committee that challenged Roosevelt’s refugee policy and later pressed President Harry Truman to recognize Israel’s independence.

The open anti-Semitism that Jews were facing may have reminded D’Alesandro of the sting of discrimination against Italians when they were the new immigrants seeking entry to America. One of the tools used to deny entry to desperate Jewish refugees, among them thousands of children, was the Johnson-Reed Act—the 1924 quota law that had been designed in part to slash the number of Italians allowed to immigrate.

What’s more, Tommy D’Alesandro had long had friendships and alliances with Jewish residents of Baltimore. As a boy, he had earned spare change by working as a Shabbos goy, doing routine household tasks for observant Jews on the Sabbath. As a politician, he counted on Jewish voters as part of the coalition he built to win election to Congress and as mayor.

“He would get up—and he spoke Yiddish and he was a great orator—and he’d go around part of the group to have parades, rallies, and all the rest to talk about what was happening in Europe, so that he would raise awareness of it and the need for the Jewish State in Palestine,” Nancy Pelosi said in an emotional speech in Jerusalem in 2020, commemorating seventy-five years since the liberation of the death camp at Auschwitz.

Her father had delivered an impassioned appeal on the House floor nearly eight decades earlier, in 1943. “Daily, hourly, the greatest crime of all time is being committed,” D’Alesandro had declared. “A defenseless and innocent people is being slaughtered in a wholesale massacre of millions.”

Years later, Nancy Pelosi would cite the influence that her father’s support of the Bergson Group had on her. It was a factor when she decided to break with another Democratic president, Bill Clinton, on the issue of China and human rights. She was Clinton’s ally on most issues but a thorn in his side on this one. She had been a little girl when World War II ended, but she remembered with pride the example her father had set. “His enthusiasm came from doing what he believed was right,” she said.
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A frail Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. had conserved his strength so he could attend his daughter’s swearing-in. After a lifetime in politics, it would be the last public event he would ever attend. He assured her she didn’t need to get a ticket for him; as a former member of Congress, he would be welcome on the House floor.

Two months later, he suffered a heart attack in Ocean City, Maryland, where the family had long spent their vacations. He would die two weeks later at Mercy Hospital, back in Baltimore, the city he loved and once governed. When the news broke that night, residents of Little Italy gathered on stoops and exchanged stories about Tommy the Elder.

The wake at St. Leo’s, the church that had expelled him from its school at age thirteen, lasted seven hours. Governor William Donald Schaefer sent a large rectangular display of carnations in bright red, white, and green, the colors of the Italian flag. At 10 a.m. the next morning, more than four hundred mourners crowded into the church for the Mass of the Resurrection. There were politicians current and past: Governor Schaefer and former governor Harry R. Hughes, Mayor Clarence Burns and city council president Frank Gallagher, public works commissioner Francis W. Kuchta and onetime police commissioner Frank Battaglia. They told stories about Tommy as they waited outside before going in, old rivalries put aside.

The church erected two oversized speakers on the second-story porch for the overflow crowd. The steps of the row houses along Exeter Street were filled with neighbors, listening to the Mass.

Mayor Burns delivered a eulogy. “I’m going to say to my friend, ‘Until we meet again,’” he said. Tommy D’Alesandro III, a former mayor now in his late fifties but still known as Tommy the Younger, spoke. So did Nancy Pelosi, who was seated with her family in the second-row pew, just behind her mother.

In her eulogy, Little Nancy talked about growing up in a family with five brothers. Tommy, Roosie, Nicholas, Hector, and Joey were all seated in the church. So were Tommy the Elder’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The last one had been born on the day he died. “In the vitality of the city that he loved and the commitment to the people which he shared and the laughter of his grandchildren, Tommy D’Alesandro lives,” she said.

She didn’t need to add this: In the political career that his only daughter was now pursuing, Tommy D’Alesandro also lived.

Her father believed strongly in the two-party system, she told the congregation with a partisan smile he would have relished. “One party to govern. One to watch.”
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The qualities that would mark Pelosi’s rise and her reign as House Speaker were honed by the battles she waged on AIDS during her first days in Congress. She wasn’t the most inspiring orator, on this or other subjects. She relied not on eloquence but on persistence. She made a point of mastering even the most mind-numbing details of health care legislation and regulation, as she would two decades later in pushing the Affordable Care Act through Congress. She pursued unlikely coalitions, potential allies on this issue even if they were adversaries on others. At least publicly, she dismissed political attacks, even harsh ones.

She worked the system, using every tool she could muster. Her California colleague Henry Waxman gave up one of his assignments on a health subcommittee so she could take the post. (Her first committee assignments were on Government Operations and on Banking, Finance, and Urban Affairs. She wouldn’t rate a spot on the prized Appropriations Committee until her third term in office.)

Soon after being sworn in, she submitted two amendments to a pending AIDS bill. She proposed establishing two demonstration projects, one focused on developing model protocols for the clinical care of those with AIDS, another to provide mental health services. Prospects typically were dim for proposals from freshmen members of Congress, who were expected to be seen and not heard until they had gained wisdom, or at least seniority.

Pelosi showed up to make her case before the powerful Rules Committee, chaired by Representative Claude Pepper of Florida, eighty-seven years old and a political legend. And, as it happened, someone who had served in Congress with Tommy D’Alesandro Jr.

“We got to the Rules Committee, and everyone says, ‘They’re never going to give her [a vote on] these amendments,’” her aide Stephen Morin recalled. But when Pelosi rose to speak, Pepper perked up. “Oh, Nancy, we’re so glad to see you! I knew your father so well.” To the obvious surprise of others on the committee, the chairman summarily declared, “Of course we’re going to give you your amendments!” The most junior member of Congress succeeded in adding provisions to a new law.

Again and again, she pressed for changes in bureaucratic rules that had been written before the AIDS epidemic, before anyone envisioned so many healthy young men being hit by a debilitating disease. The regulatory revisions often generated few headlines, but they had an enormous impact on the quality of life for AIDS victims and their families.

For example, the federal law known as COBRA guaranteed that workers who lost their jobs could buy up to eighteen months of health insurance from their previous employers, intended as a bridge until they could get health insurance elsewhere. But it took twenty-nine months to be eligible for disability benefits under Medicare. That left a gap of almost a year without access to insurance for many of those with AIDS—after COBRA had run out, and before Medicare could begin. An amendment submitted by Pelosi extended COBRA coverage for the full twenty-nine months.

She pushed the Social Security Administration to allow people with AIDS and AIDS-related diseases to qualify for its disability program, and to make federal benefits available for home care as well as hospitalization. She drafted a measure that established a procedure for cities with large AIDS populations to share data. In her first major legislative victory, in 1990, she coauthored the Housing Opportunities for Persons with AIDS bill, which provided subsidies to help low-income individuals with HIV/AIDS and their families stay in their homes. That same year, during her second term, she cosponsored the Ryan White Act. The legislation, named after an Indiana teenager who had to fight to attend his public school after he was diagnosed with AIDS, distributed $220 million to the cities hardest hit by AIDS.

After Republicans gained control of the House in the 1994 midterm elections, she found herself more on defense than offense, fighting efforts by conservatives to cut AIDS programs and to reverse protections for those diagnosed with AIDS. She was part of the successful fight against GOP proposals to slash $23 million from HIV prevention programs and $13 million from the Ryan White Act. She lost some battles, too, fueling her frustration about being in the minority. In 1998, she argued, unsuccessfully, against a Republican bill that barred federal funding for programs that distributed clean needles to drug users, an effort to reduce transmission of the disease.

During the debate, Representative Gerald Solomon, a Republican from New York and a cosponsor of the legislation, denounced needle-exchange programs as “an intolerable message to our nation’s children sent by the White House that drug use is a way of life.”

“You’d think we’re having a meeting of the Flat Earth Society,” Congresswoman Pelosi replied with exasperation.
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In the House, Nancy Pelosi had found a home.

After a year, she told a reporter she liked the job better than she had expected, and she was better at it than almost anyone had predicted. She hadn’t served in elected office before, but she had grown up in a political family, and she had led the California Democratic Party. As finance chair for the Democrat Senate Campaign Committee in 1986, she had developed personal relationships with Democratic senators that no other first-term House member had. A “seasoned newcomer,” the San Francisco Examiner said.

Even some Republicans in Washington took notice. When Andy Card came to Washington in 1989 to join President George H. W. Bush’s White House staff, he met with Margaret Heckler, a fellow Massachusetts Republican. She had served in Congress and in President Reagan’s cabinet. “I remember Peggy Heckler telling me when I came to Washington, D.C., that Nancy Pelosi was somebody to pay attention to,” Card told me. “It was the first time I’d ever heard the name Nancy Pelosi.” (Pelosi and Card would later clash on the Iraq War when she was the House Democratic leader and he was the chief of staff for President George W. Bush.)

“I had this confidence when I came to Congress,” Pelosi told San Francisco Chronicle reporter Larry Liebert early in her tenure, in comments that could suggest she had electoral ambitions earlier than she was willing to acknowledge. “I always believed I could do this job very well because I’m relentless in pursuit of my colleagues, and I know how to mobilize people.”

She had energy and persistence. “She would corner people and they weren’t going to get out of that talk without hearing her points of view and all that,” Morin told me. “She would go back and she would go back until she got a vote.” Some of her more senior colleagues found her presumptuous for a new member—a pushy broad. Who did she think she was? “They’d say, ‘Basically, the rules around here, you’re supposed to be low-key.’” She would reply, “I didn’t come here to be quiet; I came here to legislate.”

Not everyone took her seriously. “The institution that she came into did not have a lot of women, and none of them were in real power,” Downey said. When she took office, the 100th Congress featured a grand total of twenty-five women, two of them in the Senate and twenty-three in the House. “Certainly not enough—not even close,” Pelosi told the graduating class at Mount Vernon College two days before she was sworn in; the class included daughter Nancy Corinne. Not a single committee in the House or Senate was chaired by a woman. No woman had ever reached the top ranks of the congressional leadership. Female representatives had lost every bid to rise above the job of secretary of the party caucus.

Sexual harassment, offensive jokes, and worse were routine. Judy Lemons, who worked as Sala Burton’s closest aide, then as Pelosi’s first chief of staff, would overhear the good ol’ boys discuss and disparage their female colleagues from the back of the House chamber.

“I think Nancy became an attractive target for people simply because she is so attractive; she’s an eye-stopper,” Lemons said. “When she came to Congress she was in her late forties, and she just had a glamour about her and such a style that became the first impression. Then it became incumbent on her to prove herself beyond that: ‘I’m not just a pretty face. I am also a serious contender.’”

Pelosi was enraged when John Jacobs wrote a profile in the San Francisco Examiner’s Sunday magazine about her with the headline “Not Just a Party Girl.” The thrust of the article was positive. “Pelosi has shaken off the lightweight tag that dogged her early political career,” it said. But the play on words in the headline “really, really upset her because she wanted to be taken seriously, and it was a sexist reference,” Lemons said.

It was the same dismissive stereotype she had faced when opponents labeled her an “airhead” during her 1984 bid for Democratic national chairman, and as a “dilettante” during her congressional campaign. “There’s not a lot of horsepower under that hood,” one of California’s senior political figures scoffed when Charlie Cook, founder of the nonpartisan Cook Political Report, asked for his read on the new congresswoman from California. The task of getting beyond that impression, of demonstrating her stamina and her seriousness, was a “monumental” task, Lemons said. “Nancy had a longer distance to run in that regard, where men did not have to face the same challenge.”

Nancy Pelosi and Barbara Boxer, congresswomen from neighboring districts, found themselves mistaken for each other so often that Pelosi sometimes stopped bothering to correct people. One evening, they attended a fund-raising event in San Francisco for the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, and the congressman at the podium introduced each of the other members of Congress in attendance by name. “When he got to us, he said, ‘And there are the two women who represent San Francisco,’” Boxer recalled. Period. “We looked at each other and said, ‘What? Do we have no identities here?’”

They were friends and allies. In Washington, Boxer introduced Pelosi to a Tuesday night dinner group of Democratic representatives. When Congress was in session, they would gather at a local Italian restaurant or someone’s home for pasta, wine, and conversation. The group had started in the 1970s, often meeting at Congressman Pete Stark’s Capitol Hill apartment; a millionaire banker, he had a cook. A decade later, the first women joined, Barbara Kennelly of Connecticut and Boxer.

By then, they often met at Downey’s home on C Street; his wife, Chris, would cook. Two Illinois congressmen, Marty Russo and Dick Durbin, were regulars. So was New York congressman Chuck Schumer and Connecticut congressman Sam Gejdenson. The California contingent included Leon Panetta and George Miller. Anna Eshoo began to join them after she was elected in 1992.

It was a training ground for the need to speak up if you wanted to be heard.

“We had many lively debates, and one thing was clear to us: The men never turned and asked us, ‘What do you think?’ Never,” Pelosi recalled. That was true even one night when the men began to discuss childbirth. “The first one said, ‘God, when I had my first, I had the green gown on but they wouldn’t let me in the room…’ Next my friend Marty Russo said, ‘I had a camera, but when I saw it happening, I said, “Oh, God, let me out of here.”’…Another one said, ‘Oh, [expletive], I thought I was going to faint.’”

None of the men turned to the women, all of them mothers, with eleven children among them.

“It was Nancy who said, ‘Not to interrupt your expertise on this, but maybe you’d want to hear from actually somebody who’s had children,’” Downey told me. That hadn’t occurred to them. When Pelosi relayed the story sometime later, the men involved protested that it had never happened, that they couldn’t possibly have behaved in that way. “They didn’t even know how clueless they were,” she said. “They didn’t have a clue that they didn’t have a clue!”

They became a core group of friends and allies for one another as they rose in politics. Barbara Boxer was elected to the Senate in 1992, Dick Durbin in 1996, Chuck Schumer in 1998. Panetta was appointed to President Clinton’s cabinet in 1993 and became his White House chief of staff; he served in President Obama’s cabinet as well. Kennelly left Congress to run, unsuccessfully, for governor of Connecticut in 1998. Eshoo became one of Pelosi’s closest confidantes in Congress.

By the time Donald Trump was elected president in 2016, the Tuesday night dinner gang was in full charge of the Democrats. Nancy Pelosi was the Democratic leader in the House, Chuck Schumer was the Democratic leader in the Senate, and Dick Durbin was his deputy.

At the start, the group was young, ambitious, left-leaning, and impatient with the party’s current leadership. They began to recognize the possibilities for Pelosi. Her ability to raise money was appreciated by her colleagues; her success in pushing legislation on AIDS had made an impression. She had gotten headlines for standing up for human rights in China since the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989.

“It was obvious to me at the time that even though she represented San Francisco, that she was very pragmatic, that she had the ability to look at both sides and get a sense of what the issues were about,” Panetta, who represented a more moderate California district centered in Monterey County, told me. He credited her father’s influence as mayor of Baltimore with forging her ease with power. “She wasn’t bashful,” he went on. “When you’ve got a bunch of guys who are sitting down to dinner, and some of them can be loudmouths, and she wasn’t afraid to jump in. She would make her views known.”

Near the beginning of Pelosi’s career in Congress, Boxer recalled a conversation they had during one of their endless commercial flights across the country, heading back to their districts on the West Coast. Boxer was then a member of the House; she would be elected to the Senate later, in 1992. With Pelosi’s fund-raising abilities, she could be the first woman chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, Boxer told her. Pelosi expressed higher ambitions than that.

“She does not remember this, but I remember her saying, and this is very early on, in the ’80s, ‘Well, I really want to be Speaker.’ And I said, ‘I really want to be senator.’ Each of us thought the other one was dreaming.”







CHAPTER TEN
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“I DON’T THINK THESE BOYS KNOW HOW TO WIN”

November 8, 1994—The U.S. Capitol

Nancy Pelosi was increasingly exasperated with the men who were leading House Democrats, and they with her.

The 1994 midterm elections were a disaster for Democrats and a turning point for American politics. Led by a brash Georgia congressman, Newt Gingrich, the so-called Republican Revolution would set the GOP on a more partisan and conservative course that would eventually fuel the rise of the Tea Party movement on Capitol Hill and the election of Donald Trump to the White House. For the first time in forty years, Republicans claimed unified control of Congress—flipping a stunning fifty-four House seats and eight Senate seats—not to mention ten governorships and state legislatures across the country.

Much of the blame for Democratic losses went to President Bill Clinton and his ill-fated proposal to overhaul the nation’s health care system, dubbed “Hillarycare” by its detractors. It was so complicated and so controversial that the Democratic leadership in the House and the Senate didn’t dare bring it up for a vote. That said, Pelosi thought congressional Democrats had been inept as well, failing to contain a banking scandal or to adapt to changes in the way campaigns were run.

Her scorn was no secret. Even though she was a relatively junior member of Congress who had never chaired a committee or served in the leadership, some fellow Democrats urged her to challenge Speaker Tom Foley of Washington State. That would have been an extraordinary act of insurgency. “They started asking me to run for Speaker,” she told me. As a fresh face and a woman, she could represent change. They told her, “If you don’t run, we’re going to lose the House.”

She dismissed the idea out of hand. “You want me to run for Speaker? I don’t even know how long I’m staying here,” she told them. “There was no way I was going to run against the Speaker, no way in a million years.” Even so, word got back to Foley about a potential mutiny, and his allies warned her about the consequences of a challenge. “It’s not good if people think you’re running for Speaker,” they cautioned her. “The Speaker could get angry.”

As it turned out, that threat was moot. Voters in Foley’s district dispatched him that fall. After thirty years in Congress, he was unseated by political neophyte George Nethercutt. It was the first time since before the Civil War that a sitting Speaker of the House had lost reelection.

That Election Night, Pelosi was reelected to a fifth term with 82 percent of the vote. As for Democrats nationally, she declared that they “can turn this around in two years,” something almost no one believed. Her own overwhelming victory wasn’t going to protect her from the consequences of her party’s resounding defeat. During the previous eight years in the House, with Democrats in the majority, she had been able to help drive policy on AIDS and focus attention on human rights in China. Now she bristled at the new reality in a House controlled by Republicans and led by the combative Gingrich. “Being in the minority among moderate Republicans who share some of our values would be one thing,” she said in the spring of 1996. “But being in the minority among the radical leadership we have in the House of Representatives is intolerable.”

Bill Clinton adapted to the capital’s changed dynamics. After working with Gingrich on issues including the federal budget and welfare policies, he easily won a second term in the White House in 1996 over Republican Bob Dole of Kansas. But Democrats regained just two seats in the House. They fell short again in the 1998 midterm elections, gaining five seats but still leaving Republicans in control.

In 2000, Pelosi thought a Democratic majority was in sight, and she offered a deal to Democratic leader Dick Gephardt of Missouri. “If you’re counting on California for us to win the majority, take it to the bank—we’re going to do very well here,” she told him. If Democrats could regain a net of just two Republican seats in the other forty-nine states, she would flip the additional districts they needed from California alone.

Pelosi knew her state, and she understood campaigns. When she chaired the California Democratic Party, she had modernized its operations. Now she set out to recruit candidates to challenge vulnerable Republican incumbents. She raised millions of dollars. She helped organize grassroots campaigns in the GOP districts she targeted, “right down to the last blade of grass,” she said. She urged candidates to focus on kitchen-table concerns.

California representative George Miller, one of Pelosi’s closest friends and most trusted allies, told me that she didn’t hesitate to back up her advice with threats of her own, if necessary. Her warning: “If you don’t do this, there’s no money for you from me or from the state party or the DCCC,” the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

One of the GOP incumbents in her sights was James Rogan, who had been one of the House managers in the Senate impeachment trial of President Clinton two years earlier. The 27th Congressional District, in the San Gabriel Valley east of Los Angeles, was becoming less reliably Republican. A Democratic state senator who had lost to Rogan in an earlier race for a state assembly seat was ready to challenge him again.

His name was Adam Schiff.

Their campaign would be the most fiercely contested in the country. The two sides spent a total of more than $11 million, at the time a record for a House seat. The alliance Schiff forged with Pelosi in that race would deepen over time. Two decades later, in one of those odd coincidences, she would tap him to be the lead House manager in President Trump’s impeachment trial. “It was my first introduction to her in her capacity as a political strategist and a rainmaker,” Schiff told me. “She was very active in helping my campaign, not a passive supporter who sent me a check.” Pelosi encouraged him not to talk about impeachment even though the topic might energize Democratic partisans. Instead, he should focus on the issues that mattered in voters’ daily lives.

On Election Night, it wasn’t close. Schiff beat Rogan by nine percentage points.

Pelosi also had recruited Susan Davis, a social worker from San Diego who had been elected to the state assembly, to challenge a three-term Republican. Davis shadowed Pelosi for a day at the Capitol—“to help me feel comfortable,” Davis said—and Pelosi raised money for her. She would occasionally send encouraging notes: “You’re doing great! Keep it up!” Davis ended up winning, too.

Pelosi fulfilled her promise to Gephardt, picking up five seats in California: Jane Harman in Palm Springs; she was reclaiming a seat she gave up when she had run for governor. Mike Honda in Alameda County. Hilda Solis in San Bernardino. Schiff and Davis. They would call the statewide sweep the California Gold Rush.

“We were ecstatic, and assumed we had taken back the majority,” Pelosi recalled. She was about to address a triumphant Election Night news conference in San Francisco when a staffer pulled her aside. “Hold on,” she told Pelosi. “CNN is saying the Republicans have retained control of Congress.” She was incredulous. “This isn’t possible, I thought.” But it was possible.

She had delivered. But in the rest of the country, Democrats hadn’t managed to gain a net total of two more seats. They flipped five but lost seven others, and one Democrat became an independent, for a net loss of three. Republicans, who had been in power for six years, would stay in control.

After the campaign, House Democrats held their annual retreat at a mountain resort in Farmington, Pennsylvania. In a bipartisan gesture, President George W. Bush, who had won the White House after a disputed election settled by the Supreme Court, would visit the closed-door meeting. In a decidedly partisan gesture, Pelosi addressed the group as well. She had prepared a PowerPoint presentation and brought along her team of consultants to explain why Democrats had succeeded in California while they had failed almost everywhere else.

The party needed to articulate a stronger national message and to emphasize the fundamentals of grassroots organizing on the ground, she told them; just raising money to air TV ads wasn’t enough. Stop wasting money on long shots who had little chance of winning. (“I have a reptilian approach,” she liked to say. “You have to be very cold-blooded in how you allocate resources.”) That goes for consultants, too; stop hiring them if they don’t deliver victories. She had coined a saying when she was California Democratic chair: “When you win, you work.” In other words, consultants who repeatedly lost competitive campaigns didn’t get hired again. But Democratic leaders elsewhere weren’t demanding that sort of accountability. “People kept losing, year in and year out, and then they’d do it again, and then they’d do it again.”

The Democratic leaders weren’t persuaded, she said. “People thought, ‘That’s her way. That’s not the way we do things here,’” she told Karen Tumulty of Time magazine. Indeed, it wasn’t at all clear that they were even listening. “The leadership that was there sort of just got up at the end of the presentation and walked away,” George Miller recalled. And accountability? Despite failing to lead Democrats out of the minority in three straight elections, the senior leaders remained comfortably ensconced in power. No one new had been elected to their ranks in nearly a decade. No woman had ever made it there.

“I never had any intention of running for leadership, none whatsoever. I really didn’t know how long I would stay in Congress,” Pelosi said. “I was not on a leadership course, but I was tired of losing. I was just really tired of losing.”

Tired, and mad. She was fuming when she walked out of the room, George Miller told me. “I don’t think these boys know how to win,” she said to him. She already had started laying the groundwork to run for the leadership. At that point, Miller said, “The game was on.”
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She launched a campaign for House Democratic whip, number two in the leadership, at a time when the vacancy didn’t exist.

She began methodically applying the political basics that she had been immersed in since childhood. Build a coalition. Keep what amounted to a “Favor File” to earn the loyalty and support of the electorate—in this case, other House Democrats. Whatever your credentials, don’t expect people with power to hand it over; you had to be ready to seize it. She would run the most meticulous and the most monied campaign for the leadership that anyone in Washington could remember. It would be a training ground, too, for the skills she would later deploy as a legislative leader.

The big financial donors she had cultivated were encouraging her to demand more say in how their money was being spent. “She raised the fucking dough, she ought to be able to get something for it,” said the famously profane John Burton, the former California congressman who had chaired her first congressional campaign. “My theory in life is those who pay the piper call the tune.” That’s why she decided to run for leadership, he said. “Because her friends are saying, ‘You’re raising all this money, and where are you in the picture?’”

She realized that the men in power, even those who were delighted to benefit from the funds she had raised, weren’t likely to be welcoming. “By running for Whip, I would defy more than two hundred years of men following in each other’s footsteps for all of the major leadership positions,” she said. That was an option she didn’t have. There were no footsteps for her to follow, and there were men already standing next in line. “Outside of Congress, my supporters were very energized. Inside the Congress, others were less thrilled. ‘Who said she could run?’ they said. Who said she could run? That put me into fighting mode. I did not need anyone to tell me I could or could not run.”

Her polite demeanor led some to misjudge the steel in her spine. “Because she’s so genteel… they keep underestimating this fucking broad,” Burton said. “They didn’t get how goddamn tough she would be.”

For Pelosi, everything would follow from this upstart race. She was running for whip this time, but she and everyone else understood that it was only the first step toward a bigger prize. “I wouldn’t rule it out,” she said when asked about a future race for Speaker. Once she got on the first rung of a ladder, she would never lose her footing.

Party elders approached her with a tone-deaf offer, a dumbfounding miscalculation of the challenge she was about to pose. “We see that you have a lot of support from women,” they told her. “Why don’t you women give us a list of the things you want done and we will get them done for you?” Her derisive reaction, as she later told daughter Christine: “Those poor babies. I don’t think so!”

After the 1998 midterm elections, Democrats reelected a leadership team that was very familiar and entirely male—the way things had always been, but a situation that was becoming harder to defend as the number of women in Congress began to rise.

More than once, Gephardt offered Pelosi the chance to lead the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. She rejected the offer as a stepping-stone she already had more than surpassed, a role that would tap her fund-raising abilities without giving her power over policy.

Pelosi’s path was cleared by two serendipitous departures. California representative Vic Fazio, chairman of the Democratic Caucus, announced in late 1997 that he was retiring. There could have been resistance to having two Californians in leadership ranks; now that wouldn’t be an issue. Then Representative Barbara Kennelly, who had hoped to rise in the leadership herself, decided to run for governor of Connecticut in 1998. That wasn’t entirely a coincidence. Kennelly could see that Pelosi was on track to be the groundbreaking woman in the House. In the politics of the day, it would be hard enough to elect one woman to leadership, much less two.

In the summer of 1998, Pelosi let her inner circle know that she was ready to run. She also gave a heads-up to the person most likely to be directly affected by her decision. Representative Steny Hoyer had risen far and fast in Maryland politics while Pelosi was rearing five children in California. He was the youngest-ever president of the Maryland State Senate. Once elected to the U.S. House, he had served as chair of the Democratic Caucus, then was defeated by David Bonior of Michigan in a bid for whip. Tall, handsome, and smooth, Hoyer looked the part of a rising pol, or at least of the rising pols up until then. He was widely seen as next in line for whip, when the job was open.

“The men in the caucus said, ‘You’re not next,’” Pelosi recalled. “I said, ‘No, we’ve been waiting over two hundred years; women are next.’”

She made it clear to Hoyer that she wasn’t going to honor the next-in-line tradition. “It was not ‘Are you running again?’ or ‘What would you think of my running?’ or ‘Would you have any objections?’” Hoyer said of her phone call. He described his reaction: “Hurt might be the right word, coupled with disappointment. But you know, I’ve been around a long time as well. I got the message.”

Pelosi sent a “Dear Colleague” letter to House Democrats that expressed confidence Democrats would regain control of the House in November, an optimism that many didn’t share. When they won, she wrote, she intended “to run for a leadership position in the new Congress.” Gephardt would be elevated to Speaker and Bonior to majority leader, she predicted, leaving Bonior’s current position as whip available. Available for her.

Some in the House saw her announcement as premature and presumptuous. “In order to buck 200 years of history, if I have to start earlier than someone else, so be it,” Pelosi said, undeterred. Hoyer hadn’t planned to begin lobbying for an opening that didn’t yet exist, but now he had little choice. If he wanted the job, he would have to fight for it. Georgia representative John Lewis, a civil rights icon, also announced his candidacy.

An academic study of House leadership elections would call the three-year campaign that followed “a titanic battle.”
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Representative John Murtha, Democrat of Pennsylvania, was a general in the Old Guard. The blunt-spoken former Marine, the recipient of two Purple Hearts and the first Vietnam veteran elected to Congress, had been serving in the House for a quarter century. He was a powerhouse on the Appropriations Committee, especially on military issues. In more ways than one, his district in south-central Pennsylvania, dependent on steel and coal, was as distant from San Francisco as it could be.

Yet Murtha and Pelosi somehow hit it off. When she arrived in Congress, Representative Austin Murphy of Pennsylvania, another Marine veteran who represented the district next to Murtha’s, was being investigated by the Ethics Committee. He was accused of keeping a ghost employee on the payroll, of diverting government resources to his former law partner, and of letting someone else electronically cast votes for him on the House floor. Murphy protested his innocence, or at least his ignorance about what had been going on in his congressional office.

The Ethics Committee voted unanimously to recommend a reprimand. The easy vote was to support the slap on the wrist. It sailed through the House, 324 to 68. Just 56 Democrats voted against it. They included Murphy’s old friend, Jack Murtha, and it included the newest member of Congress, Nancy Pelosi. She didn’t think the Ethics Committee had proven its case. (She had already cast another vote that some dodged as politically problematic, supporting a pay raise for members of Congress.) Murtha walked over to her on the House floor. “Let me tell you, you got some kind of nerve for a freshman,” he said with admiration. Those may have been the first words they ever exchanged.

Their friendship was later sealed when he spotted a small carved figure of a coal miner in her office. “What are you, from San Francisco, doing with a coal miner?” he asked her. It was a memento she had inherited from her father, she told him. West Virginia congressman Jennings Randolph had given it to Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. when they served together on the House Appropriations Committee, a pair of like-minded New Dealers. During an interview in the Speaker’s office, she pointed out the small statue to me, still on display. “The coal miner brought us together,” she told me, discussing her alliance with Murtha.

Pelosi and Murtha had more in common than it might seem. She had grown up dealing with pols like him, and Murtha saw something of a kindred spirit in her. “She’s from Baltimore,” Murtha once declared. “Don’t think she’s from San Francisco.” For Murtha, that was high praise.

Still, it was a shock to Hoyer when Pelosi announced that the chairman of her leadership campaign would be Murtha. To insiders, it was a declaration of how formidable Pelosi’s campaign would be, of the support she had lined up in unexpected places. Her bid would be led by a man and a moderate from a gritty industrial district, a member in good standing of the old boys’ club that had long run Congress. Hoyer saw it as a betrayal, one associate said. “That was a real disappointment to him,” said another, Ben Cardin, the Maryland congressman who was running Hoyer’s whip operation. (Cardin, later a U.S. senator, at the time held the House seat that had once belonged to Pelosi’s father.) “I think Steny thought he had Jack Murtha.”

In 2008, as he was about to retire from Congress, Murtha dictated notes to an aide for a memoir he never wrote. The handwritten pages, never before reported, were filed in boxes of his papers now archived at the University of Pittsburgh. “Speaker Pelosi Book,” one of them was titled—that is, notes about Pelosi for his intended book. They outlined how they met, and what he learned from her.

“Pelosi one of the premier leaders in America today,” he said at one point, describing their early work on converting the Presidio in San Francisco from an Army base to a public space. “More liberal than I but she has ability to get things done and she’s given a tremendous service to our Cong. & country.”

In another note, he said she had as “good a political mind as I have ever seen,” then detailed some of the reasons why. He praised her pragmatism. “Able to come to a practical solution. I appreciate that more than anything else. Get something that can be passed.” He called her “fair + tuff” and noted, “She always lets someone else take credit.” She also took care to maintain cordial relations even with foes of the moment: “You get pissed off but you have to be careful because you’ll need them the next day.”

“Steny was undermining her,” Murtha wrote at another point, although he added that Hoyer had stopped doing that by then, around 2008. When Pelosi asked him to be her campaign manager for the leadership, he said, “some of the old guys were very hesitant to have a woman as Speaker.”

At the time, Murtha’s endorsement convinced some of those “old guys” to give Pelosi a second look. He also helped make sure Gephardt didn’t tilt the playing field toward Hoyer, who was close to Gephardt. After the 2000 election, for instance, Pelosi wanted to chair a task force to look at election reform; Gephardt had named Hoyer instead.

Gephardt stayed out of the race even after a heated private meeting with Pelosi at the DCCC office, a session that has never before been reported. She argued that Gephardt needed her as whip, that she had proven her ability to deal with members and count votes. She noted that the donors she cultivated were contributing the money to boost Democrats. She could help make him Speaker, she told him. She deserved the post, she said, and it was in his interest as well. To her frustration, and after one of the most contentious conversations the two friends would ever have, he declined to make an endorsement.

She did have other significant backers, among them Sam Gejdenson of Connecticut, Joe Moakley of Massachusetts, David Obey of Wisconsin, Henry Waxman of California, and George Miller. For his part, Hoyer was endorsed by John Dingell of Michigan, the ranking Democrat on the powerful Energy and Commerce Committee, and Ellen Tauscher, from a California district neighboring Pelosi’s. (Tauscher was the only California Democrat to openly support Hoyer, a decision Pelosi wouldn’t forget.) Though John Lewis was still in the contest, Hoyer was backed by two members of the Congressional Black Caucus from Maryland, Elijah Cummings and Al Wynn. Pelosi was backed by Cynthia McKinney of Georgia and Eleanor Holmes Norton of the District of Columbia.

Behind the scenes, Pelosi was getting advice from Leo McCarthy, a mentor from California who had served as Speaker of the state assembly and lieutenant governor. Art Agnos had been McCarthy’s chief of staff in the assembly; he was later elected mayor of San Francisco himself.

“I would go in his office, check in with the old boss, and there was Nancy making calls to prospective votes,” Agnos told me. “There was Leo coaching her before every conversation. They would go over the profile of whoever the subject was for that particular phone call and he would give her tips about what to ask or where to take the conversation.” When she called, she would already know their children’s names, their electoral histories, their ambitions. For the rest of her career, she would be famous for knowing as much about politicians and their districts as they knew themselves. It was a characteristic she shared with an earlier master legislator, Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson of Texas.

Cultivating the support of fellow politicians is different than campaigning for the public’s votes. “With a citizen, you’re going to talk about issues and the economy and all that,” Agnos said. “Well, the politicians are going to talk about—what do they need to either get elected, stay elected, or accomplish their legislation goals and all that stuff. And what Nancy developed is a magnificent skill of starting where the incumbent is, or where the candidate is, and their needs. How can she fit what she brings to the table to help them?”
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Democrats didn’t win control of the House in 1998. Which meant Gephardt didn’t become Speaker. Which meant Bonior didn’t become majority leader. Which meant there was no vacancy for a new whip.

The campaign for the job that didn’t yet exist continued anyway. In 1999, Texas congressman Martin Frost, who was chair of the Democratic Caucus, thought about jumping in, then reconsidered. John Lewis dropped his bid in July 2000. “The votes are simply not there for me,” he said. He endorsed Hoyer. In the 2000 midterms, the one in which Pelosi managed to help flip five seats in California, the party fell just short of a majority again.

By now it was a two-person race for whip, Pelosi versus Hoyer. (The residue from their rivalry would persist for decades, becoming the source of Capitol legend.) Pelosi argued that Democrats could make history by electing the first woman to a major leadership position. Hoyer said he could be a voice for more conservative and moderate Democrats, the Blue Dogs and the New Democrat Coalition. He offered an experienced hand. She promised to be a fresh face.

Political scientists Matthew N. Green and Douglas B. Harris later published a quantitative analysis of the race in an academic study titled Choosing the Leader: Leadership Elections in the U.S. House of Representatives. Despite the groundbreaking nature of Pelosi’s candidacy, the gender of representatives didn’t have a statistically significant effect on their support, they concluded. Women were not more likely to support her over him by any significant measure.

But connections counted. Californians were inclined to vote for Pelosi, Marylanders for Hoyer, and the California delegation was much bigger. It had thirty-two Democratic members in the 107th Congress, elected in 2000; Maryland had four. Those who had served with Pelosi on the Intelligence Committee were more likely to support her. Ideology had an effect, too; the more conservative a representative was, the more likely he or she was to support Hoyer.

And money talked. Both Pelosi and Hoyer formed political action committees so they could raise money and dispense it to other members of Congress. Hoyer raised a healthy $1.5 million for Democratic candidates in 2000. Pelosi and the political action committee she created, PAC to the Future, raised double that amount and more, $3.9 million.

Of the eleven Democratic challengers who won election, Pelosi had given more money to nine; seven of those freshmen supported her, the study found. Hoyer had donated more money to two; they both supported him.

Some of the incoming members of Congress had no idea of the battle that was under way, or the depth of the rivalry. Steve Israel, a member of the Huntington Town Board on Long Island, was vying for a seat that had been held by a Republican. “I knew nothing about Steny Hoyer and Nancy Pelosi,” he told me. “I just knew that I wanted to get elected.” Gary Ackerman, a Democratic congressman from Queens, provided crucial help and advice. Hoyer came to his district to campaign with him, and Pelosi helped him raise money.

Once Israel won the election, he backed Hoyer for whip, in large part because Ackerman was supporting Hoyer. But when Israel arrived in Washington, Pelosi invited him to join some other freshmen members for a working dinner at her home in Georgetown, where they dissected what had happened in their elections. “The next day,” he said, “I got a call from somebody saying, ‘We thought you were with Steny.’”

A few months later, in May 2001, Bonior announced that he was leaving the House. Michigan had lost a congressional seat in the 2000 redistricting, and the Republican-controlled state legislature had redrawn his district. His home had landed in the new 12th Congressional District, already represented by a fellow Democrat and a friend, Sandy Levin. The redrawn 10th District had become more rural and more Republican. Bonior decided to leave Congress to run for governor instead.

Finally, there was an opening for the campaign that had begun more than three years earlier. The voting in the fall would be by secret ballot. Many House Democrats declined to take a public position, but Pelosi and Hoyer each declared that they had the votes to win. Ninety members had signed a letter supporting Pelosi; 71 had signed a letter backing Hoyer—both shy of the 108 votes needed to prevail. The election was set for early September.

A reporter for the Baltimore Sun asked Hoyer what he would do if he lost. “I’ll just take a deep breath and go on,” he said. Asked the same question, Pelosi replied, “I have no intention of losing. I’m going to win. I’m very confident about that.” She refused to even consider the possibility of defeat.

Then catastrophe delayed the vote, one last time.







CHAPTER ELEVEN
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WAR

September 11, 2001—Washington, D.C.

Nancy Pelosi had gotten an early start on the morning that changed the world.

Both she and Steny Hoyer were assuring supporters that they had the votes to win the election scheduled a few days later for House Democratic whip. The contest for the No. 2 job on the minority party’s leadership team wasn’t always considered particularly newsworthy. Most Americans probably couldn’t describe what the “whip” did, exactly, although in a way the title was descriptive. But this time, the battle was so heated, and Pelosi’s election would be so groundbreaking, that National Public Radio made it the lead story on the Morning Edition broadcasts at 5:10 a.m. and 7:10 a.m., eastern time.

Steve Inskeep, then NPR’s congressional correspondent, had recorded an interview with Pelosi the previous evening on Capitol Hill. The fact that she was a woman was “a giant plus,” she told him. “Women across the country that campaign for other Democrats are very enthusiastic about finally breaking the barrier into the top leadership in the Congress, and why not?” she asked.

Then, at 8:46 a.m., American Airlines Flight 11 crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in New York City. Seventeen minutes later, United Airlines Flight 175 crashed into the South Tower.

By then, Pelosi was at a meeting of Democrats on the Appropriations Committee, convened in House Democratic leader Dick Gephardt’s office. An aide came in and handed Gephardt a note: A plane had flown into the World Trade Center. “Of course, we all thought it was a terrible, terrible accident,” she said. “We did what everybody else did in America. We turned on the TV, and we saw the second plane.”

She called a longtime aide, Carolyn Bartholomew, who was on the fourth floor of the Capitol, in the quarters of the House Intelligence Committee. “Get out of the Capitol,” Pelosi told her, her voice calm but firm. “The building you are in is not safe.” Then she called Catherine Dodd, her district director in San Francisco, who was just pulling up to the federal building there; it wasn’t yet 7 a.m. on the West Coast. “I want you to be out of that building within five minutes of the time you enter,” Pelosi instructed her. The staff shouldn’t come in until she had let them know there was no threat.

She had been trying to reach her daughter Alexandra, who lived in Manhattan, to make sure she was all right—akin to the frantic calls that millions of Americans were making to friends and family members in New York. “If she calls, please put her through,” Pelosi told Dodd.

Nancy Pelosi was the senior Democrat on the House Intelligence Committee, but she was scrambling to get information, just like everybody else. She ended up working with dozens of other stranded members of Congress at Capitol Police headquarters, a solid stone and brick building midway between the Senate office buildings and Union Station. The Capitol had been evacuated for fear more attacks might be in the works. “It’s terrifying,” Pelosi told Marc Sandalow, the Washington correspondent for her hometown paper, the San Francisco Chronicle. The attacks had “all the earmarks and finger marks of Osama bin Laden,” she said. “When we strike back, it will be fierce.” Later, she would call it a “day from hell.”

By now, her campaign for House whip was in its third year, extended again and again when Democrats kept failing to win back the House majority. If they did, it would have created an opening. Gephardt would become Speaker; whip David Bonior would move up to leader, and there would be space for a new whip. Now Bonior was leaving Congress to run for governor of Michigan. But the election to succeed him would be put off one more time, for just a bit longer.

The secret balloting was finally held a month later, on October 10. Nancy Pelosi won, making her the second-ranking Democrat in the House of Representatives and the highest-ranking woman in the history of Congress. “This is difficult turf to win on for anyone, but for a woman breaking ground here, it was a tough battle,” she said afterward. How did she do it? She went back to basics: “Organization, organization, organization,” she said. “Know your numbers. Identify your vote. Make sure it’s there. Get it out.”

She knew her numbers: She had predicted she would get 120 votes; she received 118. Steny Hoyer got 95. She won because she was relentless, meticulous, indefatigable. It was the most critical election she would have since the chaotic fourteen-candidate primary in the special election in San Francisco in 1987. Winning that congressional seat sent her to Washington. Fourteen years later, this victory put her on the path that led to the Speaker’s chair.

Now she vowed to help Democrats retake control of the House.

But it wasn’t partisan politics that shadowed and shaped Pelosi’s early tenure in the leadership. It was terrorism and war, the September 11 attacks on New York and Washington and the long conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq that would follow.

She was formally sworn in as Democratic whip a few months later, on February 6, 2002, when Bonior officially resigned. A week later, the House and Senate Intelligence committees announced a joint investigation into the terror attacks, an effort to find out what went wrong. As the ranking Democrat on the House side, Pelosi would play a key role in the inquiry. Each of the thirty-seven members of the joint committee made opening statements at their initial meeting, a session that was closed to the public and the press.

Later, Senate Intelligence chairman Bob Graham recalled Pelosi’s comments as the most memorable of them all. She “eloquently reminded us that we were entrusted with a spiritual obligation to the families of the victims,” Graham said, “and offered a moment of silent prayer for the dead.”
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Many members of Congress aren’t eager to serve on the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence. It doesn’t offer political plums to deliver back home, the way the Appropriations Committee could. It usually isn’t a magnet for publicity, since the briefings and meetings are often held in secret. It involves a fair amount of work, reading classified documents in secure locations and digesting complicated issues that can be discussed with only a few others.

Pelosi asked to be assigned to the Intelligence Committee, though. She wanted to bolster her credentials on national security affairs, advice she would share with new female members of Congress who followed. Later, she would boast that she had logged the longest continuous service on the panel of any member in its history. At the beginning, terrorism wasn’t among the committee’s leading concerns. “When I first went on, in the early 1990s, it was obviously about force protection; it was about disarmament, and it was about how we balance security and privacy and civil liberties,” she told me. “That was a big interest of mine.”

Civil liberties in China had been a cause for Pelosi since the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989, soon after she was elected to Congress. She had pushed a proposal to waive visa requirements that required Chinese students in the United States to return home as soon as their studies were done, citing concerns about how they would be treated there. (The legislation passed Congress, but President George H. W. Bush vetoed it, and the Senate couldn’t muster the two-thirds majority needed to override his veto. She would later force his hand to issue an executive order.) In 1991, she and two others in a congressional delegation visiting Beijing surreptitiously unfurled a banner in the square, reading in both Chinese and English, “To Those Who Died for Democracy in China.” Chinese guards roughed up and briefly detained camera crews from three U.S. TV networks that had recorded the protest. It caused an international incident, as she knew it would.

Maintaining a balance between security and civil liberties was on her mind even on the morning after 9/11. She joined a somber news conference in the Capitol’s Statuary Hall with Speaker Dennis Hastert, Democratic leader Dick Gephardt, and Intelligence Committee chairman Porter Goss. They expressed determination to find out who was behind the hijackings that had hit not only the World Trade Center but also the Pentagon; a fourth plane had crashed into a field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania. No one had any idea how high the casualty count was going to climb.

“We must insist that our civil liberties are not a casualty of the attack on our country yesterday,” Pelosi said when it was her turn to speak, the last in line. She vowed that the United States would undertake “the appropriate retaliation—not vengeance, but justice, so that we can prevent this from ever, ever happening again.”

Partisanship was put aside for a time as the nation reeled from the attacks themselves and the vulnerability they had exposed. “There is no space, air, or oxygen between Democrats and Republicans on the war on terrorism,” Pelosi said. She defied the crowd at a memorial service in San Francisco when the Reverend Amos Brown, pastor of the Third Baptist Church and a former city supervisor, suggested U.S. foreign policy was somehow to blame. “America, is there anything you did to set up this climate?” Brown asked, citing grievances on racism, global warming, and military action in Central America. The audience at the Bill Graham Civic Auditorium cheered its approval; California governor Gray Davis and Senator Dianne Feinstein walked out as Brown was speaking.

Pelosi stood up and pushed back, breaking from her prepared remarks to deliver the only rebuttal to Brown spoken onstage that day. “With all due respect to some of the sentiments that were earlier expressed—some of which I agree with—make no mistake… the act of terrorism on September 11 put those people outside the order of civilized behavior,” she said, “and we will not take responsibility for that.”

A year later, President George W. Bush shifted his focus to Iraq. With that, Pelosi became the highest-ranking member of Congress to break with him.

She accepted the findings of U.S. intelligence agencies that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction—a conclusion that turned out to be infamously wrong—but she knew from her work on the Intelligence Committee that Baghdad would hardly be alone on that. Libya, Pakistan, and North Korea were all thought to have nuclear programs at one stage of development or another. What’s more, there was no evidence that Iraq had the capability, the rockets, to deliver an attack on American soil. And while it was true that Iraq had ties to terrorists, fifteen of the nineteen hijackers on 9/11 were citizens of Saudi Arabia, a U.S. ally.

The president’s warnings seemed to be based on “worst-case scenario upon worst-case scenario upon worst-case scenario,” Pelosi protested.

She had been in the congressional leadership for only nine months. War fever was running high; Americans by more than three to one supported military action to depose Saddam Hussein. Even so, she issued a statement the next day that broke not only with Bush but also with Gephardt and Senate Democratic leader Tom Daschle. “I cannot support the administration’s resolution regarding the use of force in Iraq,” she declared, saying that diplomatic options hadn’t been exhausted, that it would hurt the war on terrorism, that the White House hadn’t shown Congress evidence that Iraq was an imminent threat.

She and Gephardt agreed they wouldn’t “whip” the resolution—that is, they wouldn’t lobby House Democrats to vote one way or the other as a matter of party loyalty. But they did try to make their case to their colleagues. It would be a test for both.

After all, Gephardt had backed the resolution. Both he and Vice President Dick Cheney called Jack Murtha, the Marine veteran who had led Pelosi’s whip campaign; he was an important voice on military matters, especially among Democrats. Murtha agreed to support the measure, a vote he came to regret. Pelosi was also talking to her colleagues. She never asked any of them to vote with her, she said. Instead, she would tell them, “This is why I’m voting against it. You have to make your own decision.”

Some friends warned her that she was risking her political future. “People were saying to me, ‘If you’re not voting for this war, you’ll never go any place in this party,’” Pelosi told me, contemptuous at the suggestion she might retreat as a result. “I’m like, ‘Get out of here—I’m never voting for that war.’”

The conventional wisdom held that the safe political play was to back the president. Most of the Democrats who harbored presidential ambitions—Delaware senator Joe Biden, New York senator Hillary Clinton, Massachusetts senator John Kerry, North Carolina senator John Edwards, Connecticut senator Joe Lieberman among them—supported the resolution. (Notably, Senate Intelligence chairman Bob Graham joined Pelosi in opposing it, saying the administration hadn’t made its case. His opinion was telling, she said. She may have been easily dismissed by some as a San Francisco liberal, she told me, but “Bob Graham of Florida—you know, he was not considered a progressive in the Congress of the United States; he had the same view of it.”)

The Republican-controlled House passed the authorization, 296–133. Hours later, voting after 1 a.m., the Democratic-controlled Senate passed it as well, 77–23. Bush had prevailed, winning approval to use the armed forces “as he determines to be necessary and appropriate” to “defend the national security of the United States against the continuing threat posed by Iraq” and to “enforce all relevant Security Council resolutions regarding Iraq.” It would be used to justify years of war.

But most House Democrats sided with Pelosi and voted against the resolution. Nearly two-thirds of the Democratic Caucus voted “no,” 126–81. Her case had carried the day, at least among her own members, even against higher-ranking officials in their party.

In time, Pelosi’s warnings against the invasion of Iraq would be seen as prescient; her opposition would become the dominant Democratic position. Her early opposition fortified her credibility on matters of war and peace and her standing among liberals. It helped propel her quick rise from whip to minority leader to Speaker.

It also demonstrated that she was willing to stand up to a president without flinching, something she had also done with a Democratic president, Bill Clinton, on the issue of China. It was a characteristic that would take on particular importance years later, when Donald Trump would win the White House.
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Nancy Pelosi was at a dinner with other House Democrats when President Bush’s national security adviser, Condoleezza Rice, called to inform her that the U.S. attack on Iraq was about to begin. It was March 19, 2003—“the Feast of Saint Joseph,” Pelosi told me, a date of note in Italian American communities.

“Condoleezza Rice said, ‘The president asked me to call you that we’ll initiate hostilities in two hours or something into Iraq,’” Pelosi said, re-creating their exchange. “I said, ‘You haven’t exhausted the remedies. You haven’t pursued all these other things. How could you be doing that?’ She said, ‘Well, we think if we do it tonight we can save lives. But that’s what it’s going to be.’”

Rice’s language was guarded; the phone line wasn’t secure. The next day, Pelosi learned why Bush had been so determined to move immediately. “They went in thinking they were going to, I think, decapitate Iraq that night”—that is, kill Saddam Hussein, she told me. “They had a human source that told them he was at this particular farm or something. The bunker busters went in. Boom! Nothing.”

The “bunker busters,” the bombs designed to penetrate hardened targets and underground bunkers, didn’t kill Saddam Hussein that night. He wouldn’t be captured for another nine months. Three years would pass before he was tried, convicted, and executed. By then, thousands of U.S. and allied forces would be deployed in Iraq. Almost two decades later, American troops would still be deployed in Iraq despite the efforts of two subsequent presidents to withdraw them.

“They were wrong on every score, whether describing the threat of weapons of mass destruction, the reception our troops would receive, or who would pay for the war,” Pelosi said later. All that would be ahead, however. The future was anything but clear on the night the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq began. The next morning, at a strategy session in the Capitol, she told her leadership team that she had felt “devastated” and unsettled by Condoleezza Rice’s call. “The reality that it was happening just took the wind out of my sails.”

She wondered if Democrats could have done more, and earlier, to prevent the invasion. Could the long and costly war have been averted? She called it her greatest disappointment. “It’s the main issue,” she said five years later. “Everything else is eclipsed by the war. All of our accomplishments are eclipsed by the war, because we didn’t end the war.”

By then, Gephardt had stepped down as Democratic leader as he prepared to run for president; Pelosi was elected to succeed him, swamping a challenge from Representative Harold Ford Jr. of Tennessee, 177–29. Now it was her job to hold together a divided Democratic Caucus on the war and other issues.

During her first months on the job, even a pro forma resolution to support the troops proved problematic. The Senate passed it unanimously. But she found herself shuttling between House Republicans who drafted it and Democratic liberals who objected to language that praised Bush as commander in chief and linked the invasion of Iraq to the war on terrorism. They protested that voting to support the resolution could be seen, unfairly, as indicating support for the war. She didn’t disagree with them, but she was concerned that voting against the resolution could be seen, unfairly, as indicating a lack of support for the troops.

“I disagree with the policy that took us to this war,” Pelosi said on the floor of the House when the resolution finally came up for a vote, no consensus reached. “I dispute some of the arguments used in favor of this resolution. But even those objections cannot overcome the pride and appreciation that I have in our troops and the message that I want them to hear tonight.”

She voted “yes.” Most House Democrats, 167 of them, voted with her. Eleven House Democrats voted “no.” Another 21 voted “present.”
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Later, Pelosi became enmeshed in a controversy involving the administration’s use of “enhanced interrogation techniques”—in other words, waterboarding and other forms of torture. When a furor over the harsh measures erupted in 2009, Pelosi denied having known that they were being used. At a CIA briefing in September 2002, she had been told that the Department of Justice had concluded the use of the techniques was legal, she said, but “we were not—I repeat, were not—told that waterboarding or any of these other enhanced interrogation methods were used.”

That prompted former CIA director Porter Goss to accuse Pelosi and other Democrats of “a disturbing episode of amnesia.” Goss had been at the same 2002 briefing; at the time, he was the House Intelligence chair and Pelosi was the committee’s ranking Democrat. “We understood what the CIA was doing,” he said. In 2012, Jose Rodriguez Jr., a former CIA counterterrorism chief who was among those conducting the briefing, wrote in his memoir that he had told her that accused terrorist Abu Zubaydah had been waterboarded. “We held back nothing,” he said.
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During the first months of the war, Pelosi generally tempered her public remarks. She didn’t join the antiwar marches in San Francisco and elsewhere, although she spoke out in defense of the protestors. In private, she was urging Bush to change course. On May 1, 2003, Bush had landed on the deck of an aircraft carrier, the USS Abraham Lincoln, that was festooned with a banner that declared “Mission Accomplished.” At a White House breakfast a few days later with congressional leaders, she saw an opening she advised him to take, repeating the argument that she had made when she had opposed the authorization to start the war.

“Now that we have shown our country’s strength, I think it would be important to show its greatness,” she told him—to “be magnanimous,” to reach out to the Islamic world. Pelosi said he impatiently dismissed the idea.

Down the road, Pelosi would compare Bush favorably, even fondly, to his Republican successor, Donald Trump. But while Bush was in the White House, she was a vigorous and vocal opponent, questioning the president’s judgment and even his mental health. After Bush delivered a vigorous defense of the war in his State of the Union address in 2004, she blasted his “go-it-alone foreign policy” and said he had “embraced a radical doctrine of preemptive war unprecedented in our history.” In a speech to newspaper editors that spring, speaking a few hours before he would address the group, she questioned his competence. “The president’s resolve may be firm, but his judgment is not sound,” she told them. “It is ironic that a nation obsessed with reality television, we have a president who is increasingly divorced from reality.”

Then, in May, she leveled a broadside so blistering that it brought demands from outraged Republicans for an apology. She called Bush responsible for the unnecessary deaths of American soldiers.

“The only way to improve the situation in Iraq is to elect a new president of the United States,” she said in an interview with the San Francisco Chronicle. “He has on his shoulders the deaths of many more troops because he would not heed the advice of his own State Department.”

Even her communications director, Brendan Daly, who was sitting in on the interview, was taken aback by the ferocity of her words. “She just ripped him,” he told me. After the reporter had left, “I looked at her and said, ‘Thanks for the heads-up you were going to do that.’ And she replied, ‘Well, if I told you about it in advance, you would’ve tried to talk me out of it.’”

At the White House, Bush himself was left “more frustrated than hostile” by her opposition, Chief of Staff Andy Card told me. The president and the House Democratic leader were increasingly estranged over the war.

Pelosi was unapologetic. If anything, at a news conference the next day, her tone was even harsher. “The emperor has no clothes,” she told reporters at the Capitol. “I believe that the president’s leadership in the actions taken in Iraq demonstrate an incompetence in terms of knowledge, judgment, and experience in making the decisions that would have been necessary to truly accomplish the mission without the deaths to our troops and the cost to our taxpayers.”

Then she made a prediction that turned out to be quite mistaken. In the 2004 election, just six months away, she said Bush would lose. She told aides she was sure of it. “He’s gone,” she said. “He’s so gone.”







CHAPTER TWELVE
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LEADER

November 2, 2004—Washington, D.C.

Nancy Pelosi was wrong.

President Bush won a second term in 2004, and more decisively than in his battle for a first term. Then, he lost the popular vote and carried the Electoral College only after the Supreme Court weighed in with a five-to-four decision that gave him the decisive electoral votes from Florida. This time, he carried both the Electoral College and the popular vote, and Republicans widened their majority in the House of Representatives. After a decade in the minority, House Democrats faced at least two more years of GOP dominance.

That was Pelosi’s problem now. The day after the 2002 midterms, Dick Gephardt had called his second in command to say that he was stepping down as House leader. The election returns had been disappointing—Democrats lost five seats in the first election after the 9/11 attacks—and in any case he was planning to seek the party’s presidential nomination in 2004. “I had to make an instant decision to run for the top spot,” Pelosi said. By the end of the day, she had released a statement praising Gephardt and announcing her candidacy to succeed him.

She was ready. It was reminiscent of her protestations during high school about not being prepared for class. The yearbook at the Institute of Notre Dame had mocked her unconvincing demurrals: “I haven’t opened a book yet.” Now, as then, she was always looking ahead and around corners. She immediately began calling House Democrats, reaching more than 150 of them over the next twenty-four hours, asking for their support. She started with those who lived in the eastern time zone and swept west with the sun.

By the next day, when Texas congressman Martin Frost announced his candidacy for Democratic leader, Pelosi had enough commitments in her pocket to claim it. Even then, she didn’t stop working to win over his natural supporters. Ben Barnes, who had served as lieutenant governor and speaker of the Texas House, was working in his Austin office one Saturday morning when Governor Ann Richards called.

“I’m going to bring someone to see you,” she told Barnes, who by then was a major Democratic fund-raiser. “You’re going to be for her for leader of the House.” He said he’d be happy to meet Nancy Pelosi, “but, you know I’m for Martin Frost. He’s from Texas. And he’s a congressman. Why am I going to be with Nancy Pelosi?” After the two women had met with Barnes for an hour, Richards declared they weren’t going to leave until he had switched his allegiance to Pelosi—and demanded that he call Frost to tell him.

Barnes finally agreed. He told me that Pelosi “has an ability to find out what’s on a person’s mind and to empathize with what they’re thinking and feeling as well as any political leader I’ve ever seen.”

After waging what may have been the longest leadership campaign ever to be elected whip, over more than three years, Pelosi had a notably short campaign to move up. A few weeks later, Frost, a realist, dropped out. Tennessee representative Harold Ford Jr. jumped in, though he had a better chance of getting media attention than winning members’ support. He ended up receiving 29 votes in the secret balloting. Pelosi got 177.

Pelosi had said at the start that she decided to run for the leadership because she was tired of losing. After just two years in the minority, she declared the situation “intolerable.” Now they had been out of power for a decade. Before she spoke at the 2004 Democratic National Convention in Boston, her allies distributed posters of Pelosi in the iconic Rosie the Riveter pose, sleeves rolled up and a red bandana holding back her hair, declaring, “We Can Do It!” The poster listed a website with a URL that at that point was still aspirational: speakerpelosi.com.

That November, Democrats didn’t deliver a majority and make her Speaker, though. Now they needed to flip even more seats, fifteen in all, to regain control. Political prognosticators were giving them low odds of doing that in 2006. In July, the nonpartisan Cook Political Report rated just fourteen Republican seats as highly vulnerable. The conventional wisdom held that a good effort by Democrats might make a down payment, so the job could be finished in 2008.

Pelosi began by enlisting an unexpected lieutenant.

Rahm Emanuel had been a junior staffer at the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, the campaign arm for House Democrats, when Pelosi made her first bid for Congress in a special election in 1987. He gained a certain fame as a brash White House aide to President Clinton. (In the NBC series The West Wing, actor Bradley Whitford’s character, Deputy Chief of Staff Josh Lyman, was based on him.) Then he won a congressional seat himself in 2002, representing the North Side of Chicago.

He succeeded Rod Blagojevich, a Democrat who was elected governor and would become notorious—impeached and removed from office, convicted on federal corruption charges for trying to sell Barack Obama’s Senate seat, then had his sentence commuted by President Donald Trump. Emanuel eventually would leave Congress to serve as White House chief of staff for President Barack Obama, then win two terms as mayor of Chicago.

In December 2004, he was a junior member of the House, forty-five years old and just elected to his second term. In some ways, he and Pelosi were a study in contrasts. On policy, Emanuel was a more centrist Democrat than the liberal Pelosi, on issues including trade policy and the Iraq War. In personality, she was precise and polite; he was restless and often rude. She was rarely heard uttering a word of profanity; sometimes it seemed rare for him to be able to finish a sentence without dropping the f-bomb.

But the qualities about Emanuel that others often found off-putting—his intensity, obstinacy, arrogance—were ones Pelosi found appealing, at least for the task at hand. He would be as obsessed with winning as she was, and she had never had any problem dealing with pugnacious men. After all, she had grown up in a boisterous household with five older brothers. “I love people who are operational,” Pelosi said of Emanuel. “They’re there to get the job done.” “Operational” was high praise in Pelosi’s vocabulary; it was the word Sala Burton had used when she was persuading her skeptical brother-in-law, John Burton, to support Pelosi for Congress.

Both Pelosi and Emanuel could be ruthless about making hard calls, and neither anguished over creating enemies if that was necessary to get them where they wanted to go. She would tell associates that they needed to be “two-ventricled.” The anatomical reference was a bit obscure—it referred to the fact that the ventricle in a reptile’s heart is at least partially partitioned into two chambers—but the political meaning was clear. They had to be cold-blooded.

A month after the 2004 midterms, Pelosi asked Emanuel to chair the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

For the next two years, Pelosi and Rahm would be a relentless team, usually in concert and occasionally in conflict. He sometimes complained that she was too slow to make decisions, Naftali Bendavid reported in The Thumpin’, an account of Emanuel and the 2006 midterms; she sometimes complained that he was too quick to claim credit that she deserved to share. They would call each other several times a day, conducting rapid-fire conversations in political shorthand. They calculated which Republican-held districts to target. He used persuasion and pressure to recruit Democratic challengers, including a fair number of political neophytes; she would often call to seal the deal. She raised an astonishing amount of money for candidates, more than $50 million.

She also made sure that Republican incumbents, especially those in swing districts, weren’t able to burnish their bipartisan credentials by cosponsoring legislation with Democrats. She would call House Democrats and forbid them from doing that, even with a Republican partner they had worked with in the past on an issue. That was a sign of her political acumen, perhaps, but it also reinforced the hyperpartisanship that was already making it hard to do almost anything across party lines.

Pelosi once again enlisted Pennsylvania representative John Murtha, the Marine veteran from coal country who had led her campaign for the leadership. He had voted to give Bush the authority to go invade Iraq in 2002, but three years later he had decided it was time to bring the troops home. His opposition could provide political cover to other House Democrats who had fewer military credentials. Murtha was no San Francisco dove; he was a decorated Vietnam veteran and a leading voice on defense policy. He called the war “a flawed policy wrapped in illusion.”

His comments were a sign of how much unease in Congress was growing. Deaths in the Iraq War were rising, while the justification the president had given for the U.S.-led invasion—the assertion that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction—was proven false. Republicans were having other problems as well. The Bush administration botched the response to Hurricane Katrina, one of the deadliest hurricanes ever to hit the United States. The House GOP had to deal with a late-breaking scandal involving Florida congressman Mark Foley, who resigned amid disclosures that he had sent sexually explicit messages to teenage boys who had been congressional pages.

All that helped boost Democratic candidates in the 2006 midterm elections. When the votes were counted, they didn’t just pick up the fifteen seats they needed to take control. They gained thirty-one.

It was a victory of historic dimensions, and a political turning point. The Democratic sweep, gaining control of both houses of Congress, helped set the stage for the groundbreaking campaign two years later that would put Barack Obama in the White House.

After a dozen years in the minority, House Democrats were back in control, and Nancy Pelosi was poised to become the Speaker of the House. She would be the first woman, the first Italian American, the first Californian ever to hold the job. She had been the irresistible force—targeting districts, recruiting challengers, raising money, blasting Republicans, and shaping the Democrats’ message.

She would stand at center stage.

At the Democratic victory party that night at the Hyatt Regency hotel, a few blocks from the Capitol, Emanuel spoke first as Pelosi waited in the wings. He called her “a tireless campaigner, a heroic fund-raiser.” The crowd in the ballroom chanted, “Nancy! Nancy!” When she walked on, they switched to “Speaker! Speaker!”

Even at that celebratory moment, the topic she talked about most was the war. “We cannot continue down this catastrophic path,” she declared. “So we say to the president, ‘Mr. President, we need a new direction in Iraq.’”

Two days later, President Bush invited Pelosi to lunch in a private dining room off the Oval Office. Steny Hoyer, who was about to rise from House whip to majority leader, was there. So was a stone-faced Vice President Dick Cheney. “It’s the George and Nancy Show. Episode One: Grin and Bear It,” a flip New York Daily News headline read. The story described Bush as “humbled” and Pelosi’s smile as “icy.”

Bush was gracious. Cheney was not. “Obviously, they had suffered a bad defeat, and Cheney was just so grumpy and miserable and didn’t say anything,” not even feigning politeness, Pelosi aide Brendan Daly told me. “And Bush was telling stories and being charming. I remember coming home to my wife and saying, ‘I hate to say it, but I like George Bush.’”

In San Francisco that day, Art Agnos and Leo McCarthy were reveling in the moment as they watched coverage on cable TV; they could see Pelosi as she emerged from the West Wing to the White House driveway. McCarthy had been Pelosi’s mentor from her early days in San Francisco. Now he was in the hospital, dying.

“The phone rings in the hospital room,” Agnos told me, “and it’s Nancy saying, ‘Leo, I just had my first meeting with the president of the United States as the Speaker of the United States House of Representatives, and you are the one who helped me make it possible.’”
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Presidents and House Speakers can be ideological comrades-in-arms, like the legendary Sam Rayburn with fellow Democrats John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. They can be respectful rivals, negotiating across party lines, like Tip O’Neill and Ronald Reagan. They can become partners of necessity, like Newt Gingrich and Bill Clinton after Republicans won control of Congress and the Democratic president adjusted his strategy to get things done.

Or they can be unyielding adversaries, as Nancy Pelosi and George W. Bush proved to be—at least until the final months of his second term, when they joined forces to contain a financial catastrophe. During most of the time he was leading the executive branch and she was leading the House, they were at war over the war in Iraq. “Speaker Pelosi has no relationship with the president of the United States,” said Rich Bond, a former Republican national chairman with ties to the Bush family. He blamed Pelosi’s attitude for that, though partisans on her side would blame Bush’s policies. “It’s toxic and that really doesn’t serve either side.”

Bush and Pelosi were from opposition parties, of course, but it seemed possible that they would have a friendly working relationship despite conflicts over policy—something like the cordiality Reagan and O’Neill took pains to project. Both had grown up in big political families, the children of successful officeholders. Pelosi admired the elder George H. W. Bush and especially liked Barbara Bush; she appreciated the older woman’s blunt and down-to-earth humor. Pelosi’s daughter Alexandra had made her first documentary after covering the younger Bush’s 2000 campaign for NBC, a well-received film called Journeys with George.

Some significant bipartisan legislation would be passed on their watch: An energy bill that included the first increase in vehicle fuel standards in more than three decades. A rise in the minimum wage for the first time in a decade. Increases in aid for college tuition and for veterans.

But the Iraq War would define and haunt their relationship, overshadowing everything else.

They spent the 2006 midterm campaign targeting each other. At Republican fund-raisers, Bush would quote Pelosi as saying, “We love tax cuts,” then use various punch lines after that setup. “Given her record, she must be a secret admirer,” he told donors in Macon, Georgia, to laughter. At a Chicago fund-raiser a few days later, he joked, “If this is the Democrats’ idea of love, I don’t want to see what hate looks like.” In GOP ads, Pelosi was demonized as a loony liberal—pro-abortion, anti-gun, soft on national security.

Her rhetoric toward him was harsher. Pelosi described Bush as an incompetent president who had mortgaged the future of America’s children and offered only hot air to address climate change. She accused him of misleading the nation into a costly war, one she had opposed from the start, and one that had been based on a lie.

Opposition to the war was rising, including among Democrats who had been war hawks. The invasion had not been followed by the easy victory that Vice President Cheney and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had predicted at the start, and the justification the administration had used to command support in the United Nations and among the American public had fallen apart when no weapons of mass destruction had been found.

The day after the 2006 election, Bush acknowledged that voters had sent a message about the Iraq War; he called the results “a thumpin’.” He announced the departure of Rumsfeld, a lightning rod who had taken a lead in shaping war policy.

That day, Pelosi expressed hope that the election returns might persuade Bush to change course. “We must not continue on this catastrophic path, and so hopefully we can work with the president for a new direction, one that solves the problem in Iraq,” she said.

In January, at the State of the Union address, there was a moment of comity between them, though it would be short-lived. President Bush acknowledged the history of the moment with the first woman sitting in the Speaker’s chair behind him, the first Madam Speaker. He mentioned her father, a former congressman who in his time had sat in the chamber for State of the Union addresses. Bush was now facing a new Congress, one that was controlled by opposition Democrats. His gracious tone was deliberate, adviser Andrew Card told me, and one that carried some cost for him among angry, battered Republicans.

“He was not afraid to say, ‘This was the result of the election; I respect the results of the election and I’m going to work to make sure that this works,’” Card, who had been White House chief of staff for Bush until mid-2006, said. “So I thought he was reaching his hand out. I’m not sure that I ever felt that she reciprocated by reaching her hand out.”

She called ending the war “my highest priority as Speaker,” and she believed that the president would now have little choice but to agree. “This war needs to come to an end,” she said on her second day as Speaker. “The president is going to have to step back.”

But Bush didn’t step back. Instead, a few days later, he announced the deployment of more than twenty thousand additional troops, a surge that would double down on winning the war, not withdrawing from it.

Pelosi was outraged. She called the president’s war strategy “a desperate cause” and “a failure.” White House spokeswoman Dana Perino responded by labeling those comments “poisonous.”

At a White House meeting, reported by Bob Woodward in The War Within: A Secret White House History, she again urged Bush to change course. He had ordered at least four troop increases in the previous three years, she noted, mostly for additional security during Iraqi elections. None of them had worked in bringing about any sort of long-term solution. “Mr. President, we’ve had surges,” she told him. “What makes you think this one is going to work?”

Bush replied, “Because I told them it had to.”

“Well, why didn’t you tell them before?” she pressed.

Afterward, she told top aides, “I’m very, very worried about the state of mind of a person who has decided to stay in a war without the public support.”

She tried every legislative maneuver she could think of to oppose the war. Nothing they did dissuaded the president. He ignored a nonbinding resolution, then vetoed a measure passed in March 2007 that would have required all U.S. combat forces to leave Iraq by September 2008.

On the day of the Senate vote on that bill, Pelosi and Bush held a private meeting in Pelosi’s office. They were waiting to speak at a ceremony under the Capitol Rotunda to honor the Tuskegee Airmen of World War II. “Mr. President, we owe it to the public to try to reach some consensus,” she told him. She offered to support legislation that simply set a troop drawdown as a goal, not a mandate. Bush rejected the idea: “My views are well known,” he said. “I’ve made myself clear.”

“My views are well known, too,” Pelosi replied. “But that’s not the point. The point is we owe it to the public to try to find some common ground.”

Bush later told Woodward he didn’t remember the exchange but said that Pelosi’s idea of compromise would have been unacceptable once he had decided to order the surge in forces.

They would not find common ground on the war—not then, not ever.

Pelosi thought Bush was in a state of denial, refusing to recognize how poorly the war was going and how much opposition was building among Americans. In the four years since the Iraq War was launched, he had enjoyed a compliant Congress, controlled by Republicans. Now Democrats controlled Congress. They opposed the war. But they were unwilling to take the most drastic step—cutting off funds for the troops—and were unable to convince the commander in chief to bring them home.

“The president has a tin ear to the voice of the American people,” Pelosi complained, returning to the harsher rhetoric of the campaign. “They spoke. He didn’t care. He has a blind eye to what’s happening on the ground in Iraq. He’s got his head in the sand.”

Again and again, the House passed bills setting a timetable for troop withdrawals, only to see them fail in the Senate. Democratic senators and their two independent allies had a narrow majority there, 51–49, but not a margin wide enough to muster the sixty votes needed to overcome a filibuster.

At the end of her first year as Speaker, there were more troops in Iraq than there had been at the beginning. The House’s final vote on legislation in 2007 gave Bush another $70 billion for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan with no deadlines set for a troop withdrawal. “The war in Iraq is the biggest disappointment for us—I mean, the inability to stop the war in Iraq,” Pelosi told a year-end roundtable with congressional reporters. The headline on the Associated Press analysis: “Pelosi’s First Year Full of Frustration.”

A decade later, in an interview in the Speaker’s office, Pelosi told me that the consequences of the war had been catastrophic, just as she had feared from the first. The setting was pensive—out the window, a late afternoon sun could be seen striking the Washington Monument—but her tone was as fierce as ever.

“It’s one of the biggest mistakes in American history, the Iraq War,” she said. The war had been based on a lie, an exploitation of the tragedy of 9/11. “That was a terrible thing, and that war caused so many problems. The biggest mistake, I think, our country has ever made. Ever made.”
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Despite her heated criticism of President Bush on Iraq, Pelosi rebuffed calls by some Democrats to impeach him for misleading the American people into a long and costly war.

“Democrats are not about getting even,” she said the day after the 2006 midterms returned Democrats to power. “Democrats are about helping the American people get ahead, and that’s what our agenda is about. So while some people are excited about prospects that they have in terms of their priorities, they are not our priorities. I have said, and I say again, that impeachment is off the table.”

For a time, her stance against impeachment made her the unlikely target of antiwar liberals who had for so long seen her as a champion. The group Code Pink propped up a giant papier-mâché statue of Mahatma Gandhi outside her home in the tony Pacific Heights section of San Francisco. (The Pelosi family had moved there from the Presidio during the 1987 campaign to be inside the boundaries of the Fifth Congressional District.) Activist Cindy Sheehan, who had been maintaining a vigil outside Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas, filed a third-party challenge to Pelosi’s reelection in San Francisco. Pelosi sailed to another term with 72 percent of the vote; Sheehan finished second in a seven-candidate field, with 16 percent.

“I believe that Nancy Pelosi committed treason when she took impeachment off the table,” said Sheehan, whose son Casey had been killed in Iraq. She accused congressional Democrats of “caving in” to the president by supporting continued funding for the war.

A decade later, Pelosi would hold back Democratic demands to impeach another president, Donald Trump, though her views on that would change over time. Then, she described the parallels with her decision to block calls to impeach President Bush.

“When I was Speaker the first time, thousands of people said, ‘Impeach George Bush for the war in Iraq,’” she told me. “What could be worse than the war in Iraq? Probably the biggest mistake that has ever been made in our country’s history.” But she worried about the consequences of impeaching a president, whether it was Bush or Trump. The House had impeached President Bill Clinton. “Now we impeach Bush, we impeach the next. That’s just not, it’s not unifying. If there’s one part of the oath of office to protect and defend the Constitution that I honor, it’s the spirit that our Founders gave us, their guidance: e pluribus unum, ‘from many, one.’ They couldn’t possibly imagine how many we would be or how different we would be from each other, but they knew we had to be one, and that oneness is a responsibility.”

One reality-TV star endorsed the idea of impeaching Bush, a position that would later take on a certain irony.

“I think she’s a very impressive person. I like her a lot,” Donald Trump, then a real estate mogul and host of NBC’s The Apprentice, said of Pelosi in an interview with CNN’s Wolf Blitzer in October 2008. “But I was surprised that she didn’t do more in terms of Bush and going after Bush. It was almost—it just seemed like she was going to really look to impeach Bush and get him out of office, which personally I think would’ve been a wonderful thing.”

“Impeaching him?” Blitzer asked.

“Absolutely,” Trump responded. “For the war. For the war.”

By then, though, Pelosi was suddenly immersed in frantic efforts to rescue the nation’s economy, and with it the final months of Bush’s presidency.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN




[image: image]







MELTDOWN

September 18, 2008—Speaker’s conference room, the U.S. Capitol

It was late afternoon when Nancy Pelosi called Henry Paulson Jr. She asked the treasury secretary to come to her office the next morning to brief the House leadership about what was going on in the troubled markets.

“Madam Speaker, tomorrow morning will be too late,” he told her.

What? “If things are this bad, why aren’t you calling me?” she demanded.

At that moment, Paulson was on his way to the White House for yet another emergency meeting. He and Federal Reserve chairman Ben Bernanke and others who gathered in the Roosevelt Room advised President George W. Bush that a massive intervention in the American financial system was imperative. Bush agreed. “Go tell Congress we’re fixing to have a meltdown,” he told Paulson.

Pelosi suspected that the administration had been deliberately keeping Capitol Hill in the dark about the depth of the nation’s financial crisis as officials scrambled to avert a debacle. Paulson disputed that to me, saying he had kept congressional leaders informed. In any case, now he was ready to fill in Pelosi on their dire conclusions. “You’re the Speaker of the House; I’m the secretary of the treasury,” he told her. “You’re asking me, so I’m telling you what’s needed.” Pelosi remembered a slightly different version of this quote. “You’re asking me, so I’m telling you what’s happening.”

What was happening was the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression. Following that phone conversation were sixteen days of frantic maneuvering to pass unprecedented legislation to prevent the American financial system, and the global one, from falling off a cliff. Pelosi would be at the center of it, in the end the key player who pushed through a bailout nobody liked but almost everyone argued was critical to avoid a cataclysm.

It would be a case study in her strengths and her weaknesses. It spotlighted her ability to negotiate the details of complex policy, to win over and hold wary Democrats, to persist in the face of setback. But it also underscored her failure to forge friendly and functional relationships with Republicans. President Bush and House Republican Leader John Boehner complained to others that they had been more willing than she was to moderate partisan rhetoric, to try to reach out across the aisle, however tentatively.

But the childhood lessons in politics she had learned didn’t have much to do with reaching across party lines. Baltimore was dominated by Democrats; the bigger political imperative was to hold together the party’s disparate and often warring factions. In San Francisco, too, Democrats ruled, while Republicans risked being politically irrelevant. Until she came to Washington, she had little need to build relationships with the GOP.

Even in Washington, a relentless partisanship had been hardening since well before she was elected to lead House Democrats. The increasing polarization of Congress and American politics was hardly Pelosi’s fault. But during her tenure, almost every battle had sharpened those divisions.

That partisan landscape would make it harder for political leaders to respond to a crisis that demanded action, and quickly.

Pelosi and Bush hadn’t spoken for months. Given their fraught relationship, strained by differences over the Iraq War, Bush had told advisers that his personal involvement now would probably just make things more difficult. But Paulson developed a working partnership with her. She would be one of the central figures responsible for rescuing the nation’s economy, and with it the remaining days of Bush’s presidency.

The nation’s economic news was spiraling downward. With Election Day approaching, members of Congress were hearing from panicked constituents facing foreclosure. They saw their homes and their savings and their futures slipping away.

Problems with subprime mortgages had started to ricochet through the financial system more than a year earlier, stoking anxiety and uncertainty about the economy. In January, Congress had passed a bipartisan stimulus package that was backed by the Bush administration. In July, Pelosi had pushed through the administration’s plan to rescue mortgage giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac over the opposition of some congressional Republicans. Now the housing meltdown was spreading to the banking system and beyond.

In recent days, some of the most prominent financial brands in the country had encountered calamity. Investment bank Lehman Brothers had filed for bankruptcy, the biggest in U.S. history. Brokerage firm Merrill Lynch had been rescued from collapse by being sold to Bank of America. Insurance giant AIG survived only after getting a bailout from the Federal Reserve.

As Speaker, Pelosi regularly received briefings from the treasury secretary on the state of the markets and the financial system. For the past two years, those had been handled by Paulson. The respected and well-liked former Goldman Sachs CEO had been appointed to the Treasury post during sunnier times. As clouds gathered over sixteen crucial days, their consultations would become more frequent, almost around the clock, and increasingly urgent.

Thursday, September 18

Paulson sounded frantic on the phone.

“Nothing we say will calm the situation until we come up with a policy that is overwhelming force!” he told Pelosi. When they hung up, she called Bernanke; his message was just as dire. That afternoon, the Fed had released the routine accounting of its balance sheet, statistics that rarely warranted much attention. This time, it sparked headlines: Lending to securities brokers had reached a record $60 billion, up from zero the previous week. There was no time to wait. Pelosi agreed to convene a meeting that evening with Paulson and Bernanke and congressional leaders from both parties, and from both the House and the Senate.

No one was sure what was going to happen next, but everyone understood that the deliberations would be historic. Pelosi’s chief of staff, John Lawrence, kept contemporaneous notes on legal pads, now archived at the Library of Congress, which he used a decade later to write an account in the Atlantic. Paulson and Bernanke and other key participants would write memoirs portraying events from their perspectives.

Before he left the Treasury Department for the meeting, Paulson strategized with his chief of staff, James Wilkinson, who had started his career working on Capitol Hill for Texas representative Dick Armey. Wilkinson told me he sent Paulson off with a warning. “This is only going to work if you scare the shit out of them,” he advised.

Paulson had no problem delivering that message. Unnerved by the meltdown in markets, the venue in which he had made his name and fortune, he believed it was true.

Bernanke noticed that the sun was setting when they arrived at the small conference room adjacent to Pelosi’s office. The west-facing windows offered a spectacular view of the National Mall at the end of a summer day—not that anyone was in a state of mind to enjoy it. He and Paulson and Christopher Cox, chair of the Securities and Exchange Commission, sat on one side of the long table, across from Pelosi and Senate majority leader Harry Reid. Around the table were a dozen congressional leaders, among them Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell and John Boehner as well as the leaders of key committees. Bernanke, a professorial sort not given to hyperbole, stunned the room when he warned that a global financial disaster was looming. “If we do not act immediately,” he said, “we will not have an economy by Monday.”

The Federal Reserve already had done everything it could do to maintain stability, Bernanke told them. The only remedy left was for Congress to authorize the Treasury to make massive purchases of the toxic assets that were dragging down the financial institutions. (The legislation would be dubbed TARP, for Troubled Asset Relief Program.) They were facing a crisis unlike any of them had ever seen, Paulson said, “once in 100 years.” Without it, Bernanke warned, the country was poised to plunge into a long, deep recession. He had the credentials to know: He had spent his academic career studying the Great Depression.

Boehner noticed something that alarmed him more than the words he was hearing. “We’re all listening to Paulson, but I glanced over at Bernanke and I saw his lips quivering,” he told me. “That’s when I knew we were in big trouble.”

Everyone was “flabbergasted,” Pelosi would recall.

Paulson “then put forth his break-the-glass solution which they said they were saving for the next President,” she said in her account of the meeting. That would surely have been an unwelcome surprise for Democrat Barack Obama, who would defeat Republican John McCain for the White House seven weeks later. (Paulson’s account of this differed from Pelosi’s. He told me that the administration wasn’t “saving it” for the next president but rather had calculated that Congress wouldn’t act until a crisis loomed. He also said that wasn’t the question Pelosi raised in the meeting. “How do we make this look like a stimulus?” she asked—that is, help for voters, not for bankers.)

Reid asked how much buying the toxic assets would cost. A hundred billion dollars? No. Two hundred billion? No. Four hundred billion? Paulson told the senator that he was getting warmer.

Paulson already had a number in mind—five hundred billion dollars—but he wasn’t ready to tell them, not yet, and just a day later even half a trillion dollars would be too small an amount to manage the crisis at hand. One of his senior aides, Michele Davis, had cautioned him beforehand not to give Congress a number at the first meeting because its size would “spook them before they got started.”

Pelosi’s frustration was clear. She blamed the Bush administration for pursuing regulatory and other policies that contributed to the crisis. What’s more, congressional Republicans had resisted a more robust response. Senior Democrats saw GOP representatives as recalcitrant and administration officials, however brilliant they may have been in business or academics, as politically naïve. They didn’t seem to have a clue about how difficult it would be to get Congress to act, especially on such a tight timeline.

Regardless of how the nation had gotten to this crossroads of catastrophe, though, Democrats now controlled Congress. The two parties would have to work together to take the unpalatable steps ahead. It was one of those times—like raising the debt ceiling or approving a congressional pay raise—when few wanted to be recorded voting for a difficult measure but just about everybody wanted it to pass. In cases like that, congressional leaders often would agree to share the pain. Each side would provide support from half of its members to reach the minimum needed for passage. This time, that meant 118 House Democrats and 100 House Republicans.

The package would have to include provisions to bail out regular folks as well as Wall Street, Pelosi said—for instance, to create jobs and extend unemployment insurance. Representative Barney Frank, the blunt-spoken Massachusetts liberal who chaired the House Financial Services Committee, said that executive pay would have to be restricted to win Democratic votes.

Congressional Republicans objected to all those ideas. They went back and forth for nearly two hours. It was dark outside when the meeting finally ended. “I can’t tell you the bill will pass” unless the incentives that Democrats demanded were included, Frank cautioned. Reid called that “political reality.”

After a moment, Paulson glumly responded, “Then God help us.”

Reporters had been staking out the hallway outside the Speaker’s suite, waiting for the meeting to break up. The officials all went to the cameras together—Pelosi, Reid, Boehner, and McConnell, plus Paulson and Bernanke—presenting a rare unified front. Congress had to act, they said. But the details hadn’t been negotiated yet. The deal wasn’t done, and it wouldn’t be easy.

“History was sort of hanging over it, like this was a moment,” New York senator Chuck Schumer said the next morning. He called it “a brave new world,” and a perilous one. Without quick action to open credit lines, “the economy will just head south at a rapid rate,” he warned. He made the gesture of a bird plummeting from the sky. “You know, we’d be lucky…” His voice trailed off. “Well, I’ll leave it at that.”

Friday, September 19

The day after that first meeting, Nancy Pelosi called President Bush to discuss what she would need in the bailout to convince congressional Democrats, not to mention the American people, to support it.

She was unsparing. The crisis was a consequence of his lack of leadership—of the “cowboy capitalism” in the financial industry and the “anything goes” style of regulation in his administration, she told him. The country was in this fix “because no one has been watching the store.” The signs of trouble had been there. Mortgage-related fraud had exploded during his tenure, and he had failed to rein in the abuses that had now undermined the nation’s financial institutions.

“Let’s get it done,” Bush responded, citing the need for a “simple and lean” approach. She gave no ground. “We need to get as much as we can,” she replied.

At midnight, Paulson finally sent the administration’s three-page proposal to Congress. He was ready to put a number on the amount the Treasury Department would need to buy toxic securities, with no guarantee that the government would be able to recover the money. It was a jaw-dropping amount.

Seven hundred billion dollars.

Wednesday, September 24

John Boehner gave Nancy Pelosi a heads-up. The two leaders had a respectful working relationship, friendlier and more functional than she would have with his successors as Republican leader, Paul Ryan and Kevin McCarthy.

He was having trouble lining up the hundred Republican votes he had promised for the bill, which was still being negotiated. “My people are looking for a reason not to support it,” he told her. Bush wasn’t helping; the president seemed to be in hiding. Even some of Boehner’s lieutenants in the House leadership were breaking ranks. Virginia congressman Eric Cantor, who as the GOP’s chief deputy whip was supposed to help sell the deal, was instead working on an alternative plan that Paulson already had dismissed as “ridiculous.”

Arizona senator John McCain, in the final weeks of his campaign for the White House, was inclined to oppose the bill, too. McCain, a maverick often willing to support bipartisan compromises when other Republicans balked, called Pelosi to complain that the negotiations were moving too slowly. “We are making progress,” she replied sharply. “It’s not accurate to say otherwise.” She knew their exchange was a sign of trouble.

That afternoon, McCain made a dramatic proposal of his own: Suspend the presidential campaign and convene a bipartisan White House summit.

That was a political stunt, Pelosi raged, and one that was more likely to delay a deal than reach one. When White House chief of staff Josh Bolten called to invite her to attend, she reproached him for capitulating to McCain. “Tell the president to lead!” she said. “I will not allow Congress to look like it’s in disarray!” Obama was skeptical that the summit would achieve anything. But he was also worried that rejecting the invitation would set an unhelpful precedent if and when he was in the White House and invited Republicans to meet with him.

The Democrats accepted the president’s invitation.

Thursday, September 25

To the surprise of no one, the White House meeting called to seal a deal instead imploded.

The president opened the session in the Cabinet Room with a plea for quick action and a warning about the consequences of failure. Then Bush turned to his right and recognized Pelosi, as protocol required.

“Senator Obama will be speaking for the Democrats,” she replied. Pelosi and Reid and Obama had agreed beforehand that the party’s presidential nominee would take the lead. Their message: We are united. Unlike the GOP.

Obama outlined the proposal that had been in the works. Boehner floated an alternative approach. Alabama congressman Spencer Bachus, the ranking Republican on the Financial Services Committee, said House Republicans weren’t ready to endorse the deal but they did deserve credit for including taxpayer protections in it. That incensed Pelosi; she jumped in, saying House Democrats were responsible for those protections. Voices were raised, loud enough to be heard out in the hallway.

McCain, who had called for the summit in the first place, still hadn’t spoken. Obama finally turned to his presidential rival. “We need to hear from John,” he said. McCain seemed unprepared. He rambled, thanking Bush for convening the meeting and saying he shared the various concerns that other Republicans had raised. Obama snapped, “That’s not an answer!” Barney Frank began to bait McCain. “So you came all the way back, you canceled your campaign, you don’t have any ideas,” he said tauntingly. “What are your ideas? Why don’t you give us your ideas?”

Bush seemed to agree with the Democrats. “I don’t know what the hell they are!” he said as Frank needled McCain. Vice President Dick Cheney began to laugh at the chaos.

The president leaned over to Pelosi and whispered in her ear: “I told you you’d miss me when I am gone,” he said. She responded dryly, “No, I won’t.” (Her view on that would soften after Donald Trump was elected to the White House in 2016.)

After a moment more, Bush abruptly stood up. “Well, I’ve clearly lost control of this meeting,” he said. “It’s over.”

The Democrats clustered in the narrow corridor outside the Oval Office, then ducked into the Roosevelt Room across the hall to confer in private. Pelosi, Reid, Obama, and a few others were discussing what to say to the reporters waiting in the White House driveway. Robert Gibbs, the communications director for Obama’s campaign, began to sketch out talking points.

Suddenly, the door opened. Paulson strode in and headed to Pelosi. He was alarmed and disheartened, he would recall later; people seemed to be further apart than ever. He worried that Democrats would say something so inflammatory to the news media that no deal could ever be reached.

To the astonishment of everyone, Paulson fell to one knee, a dramatic gesture by the six-foot-two-inch man, balding and sixty-two years old. He was “genuflecting at the altar of the Speaker of the House,” he would later explain, a joke and yet not a joke. “Nancy—” he began.

“Why, Hank, I didn’t know you were Catholic,” she replied, trying to lighten the mood.

“Please don’t blow this up,” he begged her.

“We’re not,” she replied. “We’re not the ones that are blowing it up.”

Saturday, September 27

Boehner was struggling to line up the 100 Republican votes he had promised. Pelosi wasn’t confident about getting the 118 Democratic votes she had pledged, either. Her count was stuck at just below 110. Reports about the disastrous White House meeting weren’t helping. The public wasn’t sold, either.

Pelosi was also wrangling with Reid, who complained about Senate rules that would require a series of votes, each preceded by a debate, to pass a bill. He suggested that Pelosi’s task was easier, that the House might deliver as many as 300 votes for the legislation. She had nothing close to that number, she protested. To get the 60 votes he needed to avoid a filibuster, he told her, he might have to make some deals she didn’t like.

“You can’t be a virgin if—” he began. Pelosi waved him off. “You don’t have to go any further,” she said.

Some Democrats were protesting the idea of taxpayers paying for Wall Street’s bailout. On Saturday morning, Pelosi called Paulson at home. She suggested taxing the financial industry so the government could get back any money it had to spend. They would benefit from the bailout; maybe they should be on the hook to pay for it. Paulson didn’t think the idea would work, but he understood that she was searching for a solution, looking for a way to sell the deal to Democrats.

At midafternoon, they convened in the Speaker’s conference room, the same place they had met just nine days earlier. They began with an issue that had defied resolution: executive compensation. Senate Finance chairman Max Baucus and Illinois congressman Rahm Emanuel said Democrats would demand limits. Schumer attacked golden parachutes, those big payouts often given to fired executives. The discussion got louder.

It was after 11 p.m. when the top negotiators moved to the Speaker’s office. The issues that were only difficult were settled. The ones that seemed impossible remained: the industry tax and executive compensation. Pelosi refused to let the group leave until they resolved those, too. “The American people are expecting something,” she told them. “The markets are expecting something. We’re going to get something done tonight.”

Finally, they reached a deal. After five years, if taxpayers were still paying for the bailout, the president could propose that Congress impose a tax on the industry to pay for the losses. They agreed to cap tax deductions on executive pay above $500,000 and to ban new golden parachutes for executives of failed companies. They agreed on oversight provisions as well. Neel Kashkari, a Treasury official who would end up overseeing TARP, took a sheet of Pelosi’s letterhead stationery and wrote out the basics, making copies for everyone.

Pelosi, Paulson, and the rest went to Statuary Hall, next to the Speaker’s suite of offices, to announce the deal. The vote was scheduled for Monday. Schumer put his arm around Paulson, and Paulson put his arm around him. Later, Paulson said he thought it was a sign of camaraderie. Schumer said it was because he was afraid Paulson was about to collapse.

Monday, September 29

As the House debate began, Missouri representative Roy Blunt, who as the Republican whip was responsible for counting votes on the GOP side, came up to Nancy Pelosi with an unwelcome warning. “Don’t count on the Republicans,” he told her. Dan Meyer, the White House liaison to Congress, predicted that only 75 GOP members would vote for the legislation, well short of the 100 votes Boehner was supposed to deliver.

Democratic leaders huddled. South Carolina representative Jim Clyburn, the Democratic whip, estimated that no more than half of the 235 Democratic members would support the bill, and he cautioned that the number would get smaller if it was clear Republicans weren’t delivering their promised share. Pelosi was working to hold on to the Democrats she had. She dispatched Barney Frank to meet with the Hispanic Caucus, the Black Caucus, the Blue Dog Coalition. “When is the Asshole caucus,” he asked sarcastically, “and do I have to address them?”

Pelosi was angry with Republicans whose actions and inaction she blamed for creating this crisis, and she was frustrated that Democrats were being forced to do the heavy lifting to fix it. The vote for TARP wouldn’t be popular, and it would be taking place just a month before every seat in the House was up for election.

Her speech on the House floor was ferocious. “When was the last time someone asked you for $700 billion?” she said. “It is a number that is staggering but tells us only the costs of the Bush administration’s failed economic policies—policies built upon budgetary recklessness, on an anything-goes mentality, with no regulation, no supervision, and no discipline in the system.”

She rebuked Bush for squandering a $5.6 trillion budget surplus that his Democratic predecessor, Bill Clinton, had left. It had been spent on cutting taxes, expanding Medicare’s drug coverage, waging war.

“We have a situation where on Wall Street, people are flying high. They are making unconscionable amounts of money. They make a lot of money. They privatize the gain. The minute things go tough, they nationalize the risk,” she declared. “They get a golden parachute as they drive their firm into the ground, and the American people have to pick up the tab. Something is very, very wrong with this picture.”

After she was finished, Republican leaders said Pelosi’s charged remarks hurt their lobbying efforts. Even some of her allies winced at the tone and the timing. Boehner recognized that she was trying to rally her own troops, but in the process, she had made it harder for him to rally his.

As the vote was under way, Obama called Paulson from the campaign trail, more agitated than the treasury secretary had ever heard him. “Hank, you’re going down,” he said. “Your guys aren’t doing it. Your Republicans aren’t doing what they’re supposed to do.”

“We need more Democrats,” Paulson told him.

“From what I hear, there are only a few more,” he replied. “Even if I give you six or seven, it won’t be enough.”

He was right. The bill failed: 205 in favor, 228 against.

Pelosi had delivered the Democratic votes she had promised and more, 60 percent of her members, 140–95. She expected Republican leaders to come up with 50 percent of their caucus, too. But Boehner didn’t, despite his final emotional appeal from the well of the House chamber, his cheeks streaked with tears. Only a third of Republican members voted for it, 65–133.

Pelosi kept the vote open for forty minutes, past the official fifteen-minute limit, a controversial tactic. Reporters in the gallery could see swarms of people around her, giving her notes as she monitored the tally board. But there was little apparent activity on the Republican side. Boehner stood almost alone.

Pelosi was watching the other side, too. Republicans were going to be responsible for the bill’s demise, she thought, not Democrats. “We’re finished,” she said as the GOP shortfall became clear. Boehner recognized her anger. “She was really pissed at me about it, but there was nothing I could do,” he told me. “The votes just weren’t going to be there.”

Bernanke was watching the vote on the television in his office across town at the Federal Reserve. “I felt like I had been hit by a truck,” he said. “So did the stock market.”

On the Bloomberg terminal at his desk, he watched the bottom fall out. Investors, shaken by the demonstration of political paralysis, sent the Dow Jones Industrial Average down just over 777 points. In number of points, it was the worst one-day decline in history. In terms of percentage, it was the worst decline since the first trading day that followed another disaster, the 9/11 terror attacks.

Friday, October 3

Four days later, the House passed a revised version of the bill.

The catastrophic reaction to the defeat of TARP the first time around had sparked alarm and remorse among some members of Congress. On Wednesday night, close to midnight, the Senate attached the bank bailout to tax legislation that the House already had passed. The vote was a bipartisan 74–25.

It was not the bill Pelosi wanted. It was larded with unrelated spending and included an extension of energy tax credits that many House Democrats opposed. She refused to bring it up unless and until Boehner had more commitments from House Republicans. She wasn’t going through another humiliating defeat. “Call me when you have the votes,” she told him. “I don’t finger my members.”

This time, the bill passed, 263–171. Ninety-one Republicans supported it—more than before, albeit still short of the 100 votes, the 50 percent, that Boehner had pledged. Nearly three-fourths of Democrats voted for it. A divided and often dysfunctional Congress had somehow managed to pass an enormously complicated and hugely expensive bill, and just sixteen days after being told it was crucial for the country.

As soon as the bill arrived at the White House, President Bush signed it.

Another Great Depression had been averted, narrowly, and thanks in large part to Nancy Pelosi. It was an achievement that would carry considerable political costs, Barney Frank warned that night. You can’t prove a counterfactual, he told those who had gotten it done. “You’ll never get credit for a disaster that people didn’t see.”

So began the Great Recession.

Pelosi told me that the repercussions of casting that unpopular vote cost Democrats control of the House, and herself the Speaker’s chair, in the next midterm elections. She called the measure more damaging politically than passage of another controversial bill she pushed through two years later, the Affordable Care Act.

“I think that’s why we lost the election in 2010,” Pelosi said. “People say, ‘Oh, it was health care.’ That wasn’t the issue. The issue was people’s homes were underwater, their pensions were in doubt. They lost their jobs. They didn’t know if they could send their kids to school. They’re living off their savings and we bail out Wall Street, in their view.” She had concluded that House Democrats didn’t have a choice. But many Americans believed they had saved Wall Street at the expense of Main Street.

The backlash would fuel an angry populism at both ends of the political spectrum, she told me—the Tea Party on the right and the Occupy Wall Street movement on the left. “Same anger,” she said. “Different take on it.”

A month later, the 2008 election would put a new president in the White House, a Democrat who would be an ally with Pelosi in another monumental battle. That debate would have its own moments of conflict and crisis.
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PELOSICARE

January 19, 2010—Boston, Massachusetts

By the time Nancy Pelosi finally left the Capitol, it was nearly midnight.

She had just finished an urgent meeting of her top lieutenants, convened after returns began rolling in from the special Senate election in the reliably blue state of Massachusetts. Voters were filling the seat that had been held for close to a half century by Edward M. Kennedy, a Democratic icon and scion of the nation’s leading political dynasty, who had died of brain cancer five months earlier. The Bay State hadn’t elected a Republican to the U.S. Senate in nearly four decades.

Yet GOP state senator Scott Brown was trouncing his Democratic opponent, Attorney General Martha Coakley. Rumors had been circulating for days that Brown might pull an upset. In the end, the race wasn’t even close. He won by 107,000 votes, nearly five percentage points, landslide territory for Republicans in such a liberal state. (That said, his triumph would be short-lived. Two years later, he would be ousted by a Harvard Law School professor and political neophyte named Elizabeth Warren.) Brown’s victory was embarrassing to Democrats. It was also dangerous for Democrats, undercutting their strategy to push President Barack Obama’s top legislative priority, the Affordable Care Act, through a sharply divided Congress.

Brown wasn’t just one vote in the Senate. He was the forty-first vote on the GOP side of the aisle. The conversion of the Massachusetts seat to red from blue cost Democrats the sixty-vote supermajority they needed to end a filibuster, to cut off debate and force a vote. That had been Brown’s rallying cry, the only time in memory that Senate rules trumped voters’ bread-and-butter concerns. At his victory party at the Boston Park Plaza Hotel, the crowd chanted, “Forty-one! Forty-one! Forty-one!”

Democratic congressional staffers and Obama aides had spent weeks in contentious, closed-door meetings to negotiate the differences between competing bills that had already passed the House and Senate. At 8 p.m. that night, when it was clear that Coakley had lost, the working group abruptly adjourned. Some headed to a Capitol Hill bar for farewell drinks—farewell to Obamacare.

“We were working out of Pelosi’s office,” in her conference room, White House aide Jeanne Lambrew told me, recalling that Election Night. When Brown was declared the victor, “the work stopped. It literally ground to a stop.” She was the last person to leave the room. She stopped to gaze out the window with its view of the National Mall. “Looking down at the Washington Monument, I paused and cried, thinking, ‘This is the last moment I’m working on health care.’”

But Pelosi didn’t accept the necessity or even acknowledge the possibility of scaling back ambitions for the bill. A handful of reporters were still cooling their heels in the hallway outside the Speaker’s office that night, waiting to grab a quote. “Massachusetts has health care,” she said tartly when she emerged, a reference to the health care plan the state had implemented under Republican governor Mitt Romney. Ironically, Romneycare had provided an early model for the Affordable Care Act. “The rest of the country would like to have that, too. We don’t say a state that already has health care should determine whether the rest of the country should.”

She insisted that she wasn’t shaken. “We will get the job done,” she said that night. “I’m very confident. I’ve always been very confident.”

She was just about the only one. It was hard to find another voice confident that the sweeping legislation could still be passed. Representative Barney Frank of Massachusetts, a Pelosi ally, told reporters that it would be wrong “to pass a health care bill as if the Massachusetts election had not happened.” President Obama expressed caution. “I would advise that we try to move quickly to coalesce around those elements of the package that people agree on,” he said the next morning, saying there were “core elements” that both Democrats and Republicans supported. An aide to Senate majority leader Harry Reid advised a top industry lobbyist that Congress was done with health care for the year.

A decade later, Reid acknowledged his pessimism. “Well, I had my doubts a time or two,” the former Senate majority leader, then battling pancreatic cancer, told me in an interview at his office at the University of Nevada School of Law in Las Vegas. “The Obamacare, it had failed so many times. Oh, gee, so many times.”

Pelosi wasn’t ready to peel back to “core elements” that Republicans might endorse. On provisions she saw as fundamental, there was virtually no support across the aisle, no common ground on which to build a Plan B—not a meaningful one, anyway. Reid’s endless and fruitless efforts to win the vote of even a single Republican for the Senate bill had proven that. She was still determined to pass a comprehensive overhaul.

The morning after the Massachusetts election, in a speech to the U.S. Conference of Mayors, Pelosi started not with the news but with an ode to mayors in general and her father and brother in particular, both former mayors of Baltimore. Only when the moderator raised the question did she address the elephant in the room. “We heard” the concerns of voters in Massachusetts and will “heed” them, she told the mayors. Then she added flatly, “But we will move forward.”
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She had already fought this battle once.

Nearly a year earlier, soon after Barack Obama’s inauguration, his senior advisers were divided over what to do about health care. No one had forgotten the catastrophe that the last Democratic president, Bill Clinton, had created when he tackled the cause during the first year of his tenure. It contributed to a midterm rout in 1994 that cost Democrats their majorities in the House and Senate. A dozen years would pass before the party would claim unified control of Congress again.

In March 2009, President Obama and his top aides convened in the Roosevelt Room. “The debate was centered on two huge questions,” recalled David Axelrod, the new president’s top strategist. “First, should we tackle health care in the first year of the administration? Second, if we tackle it, should we shoot for the whole package of comprehensive reform or settle for a more modest improvement?”

During the 2008 campaign, candidate Obama had promised at one campaign rally after another to fix the problems in the nation’s health care system that politicians had been debating for so long. But in his inaugural address in January 2009, he cited it only in passing. He was understandably focused on responding to the devastating economic crisis he had inherited.

At the key White House meeting in March, Vice President Joe Biden argued that the new administration ought to stay focused squarely on the economy. Axelrod wanted to defer action on health care in favor of tackling education reform, a less divisive issue. Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel, who still had scars from his time on Clinton’s White House staff during the health care debate, endorsed taking a modest approach.

But Emanuel, who until a few months earlier had been an Illinois congressman and member of Pelosi’s team, said doing nothing on health care was not an option. “You’re going to have to do something,” he said, “because Nancy and the House Democrats will insist on it.”

Axelrod recalled that a mid-level staffer at the side of the room spoke up. “Mr. President, you’ve made a commitment and you have to keep it,” Jeanne Lambrew declared. She had worked for Tom Daschle, a former Senate majority leader and Obama’s original choice to run the health care campaign until a snag on his tax returns sidelined him. When Daschle’s nomination was withdrawn, Lambrew stayed on to work for his successor, former Kansas governor Kathleen Sebelius. Lambrew didn’t have the personal relationship with Obama that Biden and Emanuel and Axelrod could claim. But on this, she, and Pelosi, ended up carrying the day.

During the battle over Clinton’s health care proposal, Nancy Pelosi was a California congresswoman in her fourth term, not yet a member of the Democratic leadership. She had little to do with steering the course of that debate, but she did have to deal with the consequences of the election debacle that followed. After Democrats lost control of the House in the midterms, the ability of her and almost every other Democrat to shape legislation suddenly evaporated.

Emanuel had watched the debate, and seen the damage, from inside the White House, where he was a senior adviser to Clinton. He thought the administration’s mistake was in proposing a plan that was too complicated and too far-reaching; incremental change was the prudent bet. But Pelosi didn’t acknowledge that lesson applied this time. “We were starting fresh, entrepreneurial, new about how we could go forward,” she told me. Her instincts were always to go as big as the politics of the moment allowed. Opportunities to achieve major goals didn’t come along very often. You had to seize them when they did.

She was a junior member of the House in 1994, but she was Speaker now.

Pelosi told Obama that the political prospects for passing something significant on health care were never going to be better, something he already understood. Presidents typically start losing their political capital the day after they take office; the opposition party usually gains ground in the midterm elections that follow two years later. “There was zero chance he would be greeted by a more hospitable Congress after 2010,” Axelrod noted.

At the moment, Democrats held majorities on both sides of the Capitol, and comfortable ones. In the 2008 election that put Obama in the White House, Democrats had gained twenty-one seats in the House of Representatives, giving them a 257–178 edge. In the Senate, Democrats picked up eight seats, putting their voting coalition at 59-41, including two independents who voted with them. (The final Democratic seat was in limbo for months after the election until Al Franken was finally declared the winner by a hair in Minnesota.) The coveted supermajority proved to be a tease. Republican senator Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania switched parties in April, giving Democrats a sixtieth vote. Ted Kennedy died in August, taking it away. Paul Kirk Jr. was appointed interim senator in September, giving it back.

In the House, Democrats unveiled their thousand-page plan in July. “When I take this bill to the floor, it will win,” Pelosi declared. “This will happen.”

That proved to be no easy task. Opposition to Obamacare and outrage over the Wall Street bailout helped spark the Tea Party movement, an uprising of populist rage that eventually would help redefine the Republican Party. Over the summer, members of Congress faced raucous town halls back home. Critics warned that the Affordable Care Act would imperil private insurance coverage that millions of Americans wanted to keep. Liberals demanded an expansion of public insurance options.

During one particularly contentious meeting among House Democrats about the prospects for including a single-payer health system, Pelosi excused herself from the conference room to go to her adjoining office. She was meeting with former Senate majority leader George Mitchell to discuss Northern Ireland; he had served as President Clinton’s envoy there. Suddenly they heard a commotion next door. “I think they started throwing furniture at each other,” she told me. “The screaming, the yelling that was going on” became “very noisy.”

There were disputes over abortion, too. Michigan congressman Bart Stupak of Michigan led a handful of pro-life Democratic members who threatened to oppose the bill if it allowed federal funding of abortions. To the dismay of feminist members and some others, Pelosi agreed to a deal that reaffirmed long-standing federal policy known as the Hyde Amendment. It banned the use of federal funds for abortion except to save the life of the mother or when pregnancies resulted from rape or incest.

News coverage described abortion funding as the final sticking point, but Pelosi told me that in fact the real stumbling block was considerably more arcane, involving regional disparities in federal reimbursement for health services. “That was the biggest fight,” she said. “That was like Thursday night, Friday night, to two, three in the morning” before it was finally resolved.

Finally, on Saturday, she delivered on the promise she had made in July. In a rare weekend session, to the cheers of Democrats, the House passed the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, 220–215. One Republican voted “yes”; thirty-nine Democrats voted “no.”

A decade later, she disclosed that the margin wasn’t quite as close as it seemed. “I had votes in my pocket,” she told me, commitments from a few Democrats willing to switch to “yes” if she had to have their vote. She believed in having an insurance policy available, just in case. “I don’t go to the floor unless I know I’m going to win. Three people get sick, I’m not going to have the ability to defeat it,” she said. “You know when you’re safe. That’s when you take a bill of this magnitude up to the floor.”

On Christmas Eve, the Senate passed its own version of the legislation along party lines, 60–39. The two bills had significant differences—the House version included a public option, for one, and the Senate version didn’t—but the frameworks were similar. So was their sweep, promising universal coverage, even for those with preexisting health conditions. Meetings began to deal with their differences.

The narrow margins of victory left the negotiators with no room for error. Flip one vote in the Senate? The bill would have stalled.

Then one vote in the Senate did flip.
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The morning after the Massachusetts election, Obama called Pelosi, a pivotal and private conversation that wasn’t disclosed.

At the time, some White House advisers were urging Obama to cut his losses on a comprehensive health care bill. Rahm Emanuel had made it clear from the start that he was skeptical about going big; now he raised his objections more loudly. Democrats had lost their filibuster-proof majority in the Senate, and it wasn’t clear what would or could happen next.

That said, strategists on the Hill and the White House had devised a legislative escape hatch for just this situation, designed to be deployed if their Senate supermajority didn’t hold—either because of the election of a Republican or the defection of a Democrat. That was always a risk; some moderate Democratic senators had voted for the bill only reluctantly. That’s why Massachusetts senator Ted Kennedy and Nancy Pelosi had insisted at the start that the legislation include a provision that permitted budget reconciliation. At the time, Budget chairman Kent Conrad of North Dakota and Finance chairman Max Baucus of Montana had adamantly opposed including the procedure, arguing that it was provocative to Republicans and unnecessary.

In their phone call, Obama told me that he and Pelosi were in sync: Better to fight for a big bill than to scale back their goals. Despite its complications and limitations, the tool to do that would be reconciliation.

“My attitude is that, for us to take a quarter of a loaf or a half a loaf is missing an opportunity, that it would leave millions of people running short,” Obama said. “And I’ll be honest, it wasn’t even clear at that point that the Republicans would in fact take a smaller bill because they had been moving the goalposts consistently throughout this process. So it wasn’t as if there was a ready compromise to be had, anyway. So my strong belief, as I’ve told my staff, is we’re going to go forward with this if we have any opportunity left to do it.”

That would depend on Pelosi.

“The only way for us to do it was if the House was, at some point, going to hold its nose and pass the Senate version,” Obama said. That was legislation House leaders had been describing as unacceptable just a few days earlier. “I essentially said to Nancy, ‘Look, this is the debate that’s been had in the White House. My strong preference is that we go with a robust, full package, but the only package, at this point, we can get passed is the Senate bill. We could potentially bleep some provisions that you guys consider particularly obnoxious, [but] there’s only going to be so much we can do.

“‘And, Nancy, I can’t do this without you. If you are not willing to work with me to work your caucus, to get them to pass the Senate version, we don’t have a path.’”

Pelosi first took the opportunity to vent about the folly of the other side of the Capitol. This may have had less to do with her admittedly dyspeptic views of the Senate than with the responsibility she felt to articulate the views of her caucus. Obama saw her complaints as tactical, not peevish.

“She wasn’t going to right off the bat come out and say, ‘Yeah, I guess we just have to pass the Senate bill,’ because this is an example of her savvy,” Obama told me. “After spending about half an hour describing how feckless and incompetent the Senate was, she then proceeded to say, ‘Well, of course we have no choice but to go ahead and get the whole thing done.’ Then it became a strategy and tactical conversation.”

Pelosi didn’t need Obama to explain reconciliation to her, of course. Two senior White House advisers told me it was Pelosi who first recognized and advocated using the parliamentary maneuver to the president, not the other way around. While the Senate bill would have to be the vehicle, under reconciliation she could negotiate some significant changes in it through a bill of amendments known in Hill-speak as a “sidecar.” She would have to brainstorm a creative way to reassure House Democrats that they could count on the Senate to deliver that.

A few days later, Obama and Pelosi would have another crucial conversation, this time in person and in front of others. The president convened a meeting in the Oval Office with Pelosi, Harry Reid, and top White House and congressional staffers. Emanuel began to make the case for a more limited bill. He thought the realistic option was to scale back—not to cover everyone, for instance, but just focus on children. Not to mandate the difficult steps necessary to ensure affordable coverage to everyone with preexisting conditions, health problems that made them unappealing to insurance companies.

Some of those in the room were dismayed that Obama allowed his chief of staff to continue lobbying against a comprehensive bill, something the boss presumably could have stopped in an instant, with a few words. The president may have settled on going big, but his willingness to let his top aide keep arguing for going small was interpreted by some, accurately or not, as signaling ambivalence in the White House.

In the meeting, it was Pelosi who pushed back hard, going further than previous accounts have reported. She was determined to cut off any exit ramp, to make it impossible for the White House to trim ambitions for the health care bill. Harry Reid, who often remained quiet during such confrontations, backed her up at this key moment.

The president had told her he couldn’t get the big bill through Congress without her. Now she told the White House that she wouldn’t work for anything except a big bill. A more modest Plan B? “I said, ‘We’re not going there,’” Pelosi told me. Regardless of the qualms of Emanuel, she gave the administration only two options: Go big or get nothing. It was an extraordinary demonstration of political hardball.

Her chief of staff, John Lawrence, who attended the meeting, described it this way. “I remember her turning to the president and saying, ‘I know that there are people who are telling you that we should go for just a very minor bill, and I’m just telling you, we’re not going to do that in the House of Representatives,’” Lawrence recalled. “‘We won’t accept that.’ And I remember the president looking at her and saying, ‘Okay.’ And I think that was sort of the key moment where the decision was made that we weren’t going to go for what I think Mrs. Pelosi called the ‘eensy-weensy’ approach. We were going for the big bill.”

There was no guarantee they would succeed, but the course was set.

Now Pelosi was responsible for achieving what many others saw as an impossible task. Senate Democrats no longer had the votes to end a filibuster and bring a new bill up for a vote. House Democrats had spent nearly a year painstakingly working out their plan, one she called “as near perfect as any bill could be.” In comparison, she told me, “The Senate bill was terrible.” Even so, House Democrats would have to be convinced to accept it with the promise of then being able to amend some of its provisions.

In a conference call with the Democratic leadership and the chairs of key committees, Pelosi made their marching orders clear. She described Emanuel as an “incrementalist” and said they weren’t going to pursue an “eensy, weensy spider, teeny tiny” bill. Her message to nervous House Democrats was the same as it had been to reluctant White House officials: We’re doing this. She simply dismissed the idea that they might fail.

“We will go through the gate,” she told reporters the week after the Massachusetts election. “If the gate is closed, we will go over the fence. If the fence is too high, we will pole-vault in. If that doesn’t work, we will parachute in. But we are going to get health care reform passed for the American people for their own personal health and economic security, and for the important role that it will play in reducing the deficit.”

Republicans who caricatured Pelosi as a “San Francisco liberal” were only half right. It’s true that she was a committed partisan, a New Deal Democrat in the mold of Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. Ensuring health coverage for all Americans was also a mission she saw as consistent with the lessons she learned from the nuns who had taught her at the Institute of Notre Dame in Baltimore and Trinity College in Washington. It was a matter of social justice, of following Jesus’s imperative to care for the least among us. (Kathleen Sebelius was another Trinity graduate; they dubbed themselves “the Trinity sisters,” at one point to the confusion of Obama, who looked around a meeting to find the nuns they were discussing.)

But what that description missed was the fact that there were two sides to Pelosi’s political core: the progressive and the pragmatist. She was not only a San Francisco liberal; she was also a Baltimore pol. In that, she was following in her father’s footsteps as well. No other battle during her political career illustrated that duality more clearly than the debate over the Affordable Care Act. She insisted on a sweeping bill, despite the long odds. But she was willing to push through a version she saw as flawed when it became the only prospect available.

She understood “that you get as much as you can when you can get it, and then you keep moving on and build on that,” Obama told me. By then, he said, they both knew the 2010 midterm elections were going to be tough for congressional Democrats. Winning on the Affordable Care Act could mean losing her Speakership.

“She did not blink from guiding her caucus in a very controversial issue,” Obama said. “That is the thing about her that I have always loved and admired the most. She is a politician. She is tough. She likes to win. But at the end of the day, she hasn’t forgotten the whole point of office, which is actually to get stuff done and do things for people you care about.”

With no other options, Pelosi and Reid began budget reconciliation. Under Senate rules, it usually took a supermajority of sixty votes to cut off a filibuster. But if the legislation was about financial issues, a simple majority of fifty-one votes could end debate. They could force consideration on a bill that amounted to a set of amendments to the legislation they already had passed—a sidecar—if the provisions were about financial matters, about imposing taxes and spending revenue.

Kennedy played another key part in the closing chapter of the debate, one never before fully explained. In May 2009, when it was clear that he was going to die before the legislation had been passed, Kennedy wrote a dramatic, emotional letter to Obama with the idea that it would be revealed at some critical moment. Kennedy’s widow, Vicky, delivered the letter to the White House. Kennedy’s closest adviser, Lawrence Horowitz, delivered a copy to Pelosi.

The letter was a sort of insurance policy, “a fail-safe” to ensure that the biggest ambitions for the bill were followed, he told her. Kennedy knew Obama sometimes had cautious instincts. He believed he could count on Pelosi to have bold ones. Pelosi had cut off the exit ramp for other options in the Oval Office meeting. Now Kennedy moved to do the same.

The president would make the letter the emotional centerpiece of an address to Congress pushing for passage.

Relying on reconciliation meant that House Democrats could amend financial provisions of the legislation. But despite the demands of liberals, they couldn’t add the House’s public option for Americans who didn’t get health insurance through their employers. House Democrats aligned with Big Labor were disappointed when they succeeded only in scaling back and delaying, not eliminating, the Senate’s tax on high-cost health plans, the “Cadillac” tax, which hit union members who had chosen health benefits over wage hikes. They had to stick with the Senate plan to establish individual insurance exchanges in each of the fifty states and the District of Columbia; the House bill would have established one national exchange. House Democrats would have to swallow sweetheart deals Reid had negotiated.

Pelosi never argued that the bill was perfect. She argued that it was the best they could get at the moment. She began calling in favors and, when necessary, issuing threats.

First, she made the rounds of the caucuses, from the Congressional Black Caucus to the Congressional Hispanic Caucus to the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus. She met with the Democratic Steering Committee and the chairs of key committees and subcommittees. She shuttled between the most liberal members, in the Congressional Progressive Caucus, and the most conservative ones, known as the Blue Dogs.

They were still short of the votes they needed.

At a strategy session a week before the vote, the Democratic whips and committee chairs brought lists of members who either had announced opposition to the bill or hadn’t yet committed to support it. There were sixty-eight names. Pelosi could do the math. That was too many. Assuming no Republicans voted for the bill, she could afford to lose only thirty-nine Democratic votes and still be assured of a majority. Her allies assumed she would parcel out the list among them to lobby. She didn’t. “I’ll take all sixty-eight,” she told them. She needed to convince at least twenty-nine wavering members to stand with her.

Joe Donnelly, an Indiana Democrat in his second term, was one of a handful of those who were holding out. President Obama summoned him to the Oval Office and urged him not to let his vote sink the legislation; Donnelly left the meeting still uncommitted.

Pelosi took a different tack. She reached out to the Reverend Theodore Hesburgh, president emeritus of Notre Dame and a figure of reverence in Donnelly’s district. Donnelly was a graduate of Notre Dame and Notre Dame Law School; he told friends that Hesburgh had been “like a second father” to him. It was a sign of her knowledge of her members and her political acumen that she understood no one else could have been a more influential voice, not even the president.

“I call Father Hesburgh and say, ‘Father Hesburgh, I need you to help with the Affordable Care Act,’” Pelosi told me. “‘I think we’re going to be able to pass it, but I want to have more votes. So would you call Joe Donnelly?’ He said, ‘Just give me his number.’” A source close to Donnelly remembered the incident with a twist—that Pelosi told Hesburgh that Donnelly wanted to talk with him, then told Donnelly that Hesburgh wanted to talk to him. (She disputed that.)

“Father Hesburgh, I understand you want to talk to me about the Affordable Care Act,” Donnelly said when he called. Hesburgh, with a laugh, replied, “I understand you want to talk to me about the Affordable Care Act.” Hesburgh didn’t push Donnelly to vote one way or the other. He said that he trusted him, that he knew Donnelly would make whatever decision he thought was right.

“Well, I think I’m going to vote for it,” Donnelly said. And he did.

Pelosi was well-mannered and petite, but when she was standing toe-to-toe with recalcitrant members, she somehow seemed considerably taller and undeniably intimidating. She could be fierce, a Lyndon Johnson in four-inch heels. She had little patience for those she believed could vote for the bill without endangering their reelection in November. “I got you elected and now you won’t do this?” she demanded furiously to one reluctant Democrat as a White House aide watched in astonishment, according to one account. “Thanks for nothing.” (The congressman folded; he ended up voting for the bill.)

She took a different tone with those she believed were putting their political futures on the line. Ohio representative John Boccieri, who in 2008 had flipped the seat in a Republican-leaning district that John McCain had carried, was summoned to her office. His chief of staff found himself barred at the door. It would just be the Speaker of the House and the freshman congressman. “John, I don’t understand,” Pelosi began. She had campaigned with him in his district; she had put him on the “Red to Blue” list of targeted GOP seats that got special attention and extra money. “You campaigned on this. How are we going to tell supporters around the country that wanted to see you elected that you didn’t support a signature issue of the Democratic Caucus?”

Her tone wasn’t threatening, but it was firm. “The Speaker was like my grandma,” Boccieri told me. “She would tell you that you had toilet paper on your shoe with a smile on her face, saying, ‘John, you can dress better than that.’”

Boccieri had voted against the original House bill in part because it would have eliminated Medicare Advantage, a program that covered eighty thousand of his constituents. When the Senate bill was coming up for a vote, Obama called to lobby him; the president held an event in Strongsville, Ohio, just outside his district, and offered him a ride back to Washington aboard Air Force One. (Boccieri politely declined.) He wasn’t ready to commit, although there were parts of the Senate bill that addressed some of his concerns with the House bill. It didn’t cut Medicare Advantage, for one, and it didn’t include the public option that conservatives in his district were calling a government takeover of health care.

Even so, Boccieri and Pelosi understood that voting for it might well cost him reelection. It was a cause she argued was worth fighting for, even if it did—a message that resonated with Boccieri, who as an Air Force pilot had flown combat missions in Iraq and Afghanistan.

She was a general deploying her troops for battle, rallying them to stand up for the greater good, whatever the personal cost. A key lieutenant took a bit of dramatic license in describing the final days. “It was like Eisenhower looking in the eyes of those troops before Normandy,” he told me, “knowing that many of these people wouldn’t come back.”
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Before she called the vote, Pelosi demanded an insurance policy from Harry Reid.

The Senate parliamentarian, the official interpreter of legislative rules, had concluded that under reconciliation the House would first have to pass the Senate’s original bill and have it signed into law. Only then could the House and Senate vote for the separate bill amending some of its provisions, the “sidecar.” But Pelosi wanted to make sure the Senate would deliver on their part of the deal, not just take the first House vote and then somehow find themselves unable or unwilling to pass the amendments that would follow. If she was going to force House members to cast their vote for a measure many found unpalatable, she wanted to make sure they weren’t double-crossed.

She had a plan. “She said, ‘The Senate screws her’—this is my word, not hers—‘screws around all the time,’” Reid told me, recalling her demand. “‘You have to be able to show me, so I can tell my conference that you have the votes.’” He assured her that he had the support of fifty-one senators. That wasn’t enough for Pelosi. She wanted a letter with their signatures on the line. “What I did, I got a letter signed by everybody—everybody except Robert Byrd,” Reid said. Byrd, the Senate president pro tem and a prickly figure, was willing to commit his vote, but he wasn’t willing to sign a group letter. “That’s how he was,” Reid said, shaking his head. “He wasn’t going to be a part of a big gang of people.” Byrd signed his own, separate letter, and Reid showed both letters to Pelosi.

Pelosi did make some missteps. During the final push for passage in the House, she was speaking to a national convention of county officials. “You’ve heard about the controversies, the process about the bill, but I don’t know if you’ve heard that it is legislation for the future—not just about health care for America, but about a healthier America,” she said. “But we have to pass the bill so that you can find out what is in it—away from the fog of the controversy.”

Later, she said her point was that the bill’s benefits had been overshadowed by the political fight over passing it. But her critics heard her words as a serious gaffe, and one they exploited. “We have to pass the bill so that you can find out what is in it.” They said she was acknowledging that the scheme was too complex or incoherent to explain to Americans, and that its advocates were going to pass it anyway. A decade later, as Republicans tried to dismantle the Affordable Care Act, they were still quoting the sentence as evidence of its flaws.

The battle sometimes strained relations with the White House, too. On the day Scott Brown was sworn in to the Senate, on February 4, 2010, Obama had declared at a fund-raiser that he was going to continue the fight. But some were skeptical about just how invested the White House really was. Three weeks later, the president invited Republican and Democratic legislators to a summit on health care, televised live on C-SPAN and held at Blair House, across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House.

Kathleen Sebelius told me that Pelosi arrived that morning “the angriest I ever saw her.” (For the record, Pelosi disputed that. “I don’t go places in a rage,” she said.) Her ire wasn’t directed at Republicans; she expressed frustration with Obama’s team. Some of them “were becoming more convinced by the day that too much time and energy was being spent on this issue, that we needed to move it out of front and center; we needed to declare victory, pass something, move it out of the way,” Sebelius said. Just about everyone in Washington knew that this was Rahm Emanuel’s view.

Pelosi had heard that Emanuel was quietly undercutting her ultimatums to House Democrats who were still on the fence. If this ambitious version went down, they were told, there would be another option, a smaller one, to follow.

Sebelius assured her that wasn’t the message coming from her or from Obama, but Pelosi’s annoyance was apparent to journalists on the scene. At one point, a reporter asked her about C-SPAN’s request to televise her closed-door negotiations on the bill, noting that Obama had opined about the idea during the 2008 campaign. “There are a number of things he was for on the campaign trail,” she replied. In case anyone missed the point, an aide followed up to tell reporters that, yes, she was miffed.

Some on Pelosi’s team suspected the White House never felt confident that the bill could be passed—not an unreasonable concern, all in all—and that they were happy to make it more the Speaker’s fight than their own, just in case it failed. Senior White House officials told me it wasn’t true that Obama was leaving any distance between them, nor would it have been possible; he had repeatedly chosen to put himself and his presidency on the line for the Affordable Care Act. They had different strengths and different approaches. Obama articulated soaring ambitions in a way Pelosi couldn’t. But it was Pelosi who waged the hand-to-hand combat that the passage of major legislation demands.

She had to work to get some votes she thought the White House could have delivered. “There were some people who should have been on board and weren’t,” she recalled. “They were from Illinois. Rahm was from Illinois! The president was from Illinois! Why are we having a problem with Illinois?”

A few weeks after the Affordable Care Act became law, Pelosi’s inner circle was astonished and outraged when PBS’s Frontline aired a program that credited passage almost solely to Obama. “I don’t care about publicity,” Pelosi told me. “What I do care is they didn’t tell the truth.” Told from the White House point of view and titled “Obama’s Deal,” it included only a passing reference to Pelosi, as though she was taking instructions from him. Her central role wasn’t acknowledged.

“I think she respected Obama, [but] I think she probably thought that Obama could have been more politically adept,” Leon Panetta, a former California congressman who was then in Obama’s cabinet, told me. “She was concerned that he didn’t step as hard as he should have stepped, trying to figure out the politics of how you get these things done. I mean, he had that law professor’s approach of, ‘All right, I’m doing the right thing, so why wasn’t everybody following me?’”

“He didn’t fully appreciate or have interest in how it got done,” George Miller, then a California congressman, and one of Pelosi’s closest friends and allies, told me. “I mean, he had fantastic skills; I’m not saying he didn’t. But it required a set of skills he didn’t have, like a muscle he never used.”

If Obama never developed those muscles, Pelosi had. She was the final person to speak on the House floor before the vote, a privilege of the Speaker.

“After a year of debate and hearing the calls of millions of Americans, we have come to this historic moment,” she said. “Today, we have the opportunity to complete the great unfinished business of our society and pass health insurance reform for all Americans that is a right and not a privilege.”

The final vote: 219–212, with every Republican voting “no” and all but thirty-four Democrats voting “yes.” Pelosi, a broad smile on her face as she stood on the floor, was engulfed by cheers and hugs. The Democratic side of the chamber erupted in applause and chants of “Yes, we can!”—the signature line of Obama’s presidential campaign.

There was celebration at the White House, too. Obama and dozens of staffers jammed the Truman Balcony. It was after midnight when the president raised his glass in a toast. There would be new challenges ahead, and a disastrous rollout of the new health care exchanges. But the Affordable Care Act had passed, barely, with just four votes to spare.

The signing ceremony that followed two days later at the White House was “awesome,” Pelosi told me, but the moment the legislation passed the House was filled with more meaning for her. “You bring a bill to the floor when you have the votes, and so that was quite glorious,” she said. “It was fraught with so much meaning, sacrifice, ideas, and all the rest…

“From the standpoint of being the Speaker of the House it had to be more—what would be the word?” she went on, struggling to find an adjective that would be adequate to describe the feeling. “Very few people would have a moment like that.”

The night it passed the House, Obama called her, Pelosi told me. “He said, ‘I’m happier tonight than I was the night I was elected president.’” Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, who sixteen years earlier had led a failed attempt to overhaul health care, told me she called Obama from abroad, where she was traveling, to congratulate him. “Well, the person you really should call is Nancy,” he said.

Two days later, Obama held a jubilant signing ceremony in the White House East Room. The first person Obama thanked was Pelosi, praising her leadership and hinting at the potential costs to Democrats ahead. “And we are blessed by leaders in each chamber who not only do their jobs very well but who never lost sight of that larger mission,” he said. “They didn’t play for the short term. They didn’t play to the polls or to politics: one of the best speakers the House of Representatives has ever had, Speaker Nancy Pelosi.”

The audience broke into a chant of “Nancy! Nancy! Nancy!”

Nancy Pelosi would call passage of the Affordable Care Act the proudest achievement of her tenure in public office. Barack Obama would cite it as the most significant legislation of his presidency. She told me that it wouldn’t have happened without the promises Obama made when he was running for the White House and his decision to make it a top priority once he got there. He told me that it also wouldn’t have happened without Pelosi’s determination to stake her reputation and political future on passing it when few others thought that was possible.

Eight months later, in November, John Boccieri would lose reelection in Ohio, as he suspected he would. His seat was one of sixty-three that Democrats lost, giving a majority to the Republicans. The GOP would hold control until 2018, through the rest of Obama’s term and the first two years of Donald Trump’s tenure in the White House. Opposition to the Affordable Care Act was one reason. It was worth it, Boccieri told me a decade later. “Hell, I’ve flown planes in combat in Iraq,” he said. “Voting for the Affordable Care Act and losing an election is nothing.”

There would be a cost for Pelosi, too. She would lose her post as Speaker just four years after gaining it. But when Senator Chuck Schumer called it a mistake to have focused on health care, Pelosi rebuked him. Millions of Americans had gained health coverage as a result, she noted. “We come here to do a job, not keep a job,” she said.

The landmark health care bill would be known as Obamacare, and appropriately so—a nickname first coined by Republicans as a derision, then embraced by the program’s advocates. But those closest to the process of passing it sometimes called it by another name. Tennessee representative Steve Cohen passed out campaign-style buttons to his Democratic colleagues to commemorate the opening of the Affordable Care Act exchanges.

“PelosiCare,” the button said. “I was there.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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BACK IN THE WILDERNESS

November 2, 2010—Washington, D.C.

Only months after celebrating her greatest legislative triumph, Nancy Pelosi found herself in “a dark place” in the wake of disastrous midterm elections, one of her House confidantes told me. Only those closest to her understood how seriously she considered stepping down.

Some on her staff assumed she was likely to retire after the shellacking that cost Democrats control of the House, though she hadn’t told them her plans. They prepared a list of her legislative achievements, suitable for valedictory use, just to be ready.

Then friends and key allies got wind of it. “She was struggling at that time,” Richard Trumka, president of the AFL-CIO, told me. “I called and encouraged her to stay because she had the heart and the soul that working people wanted, needed, and were searching for, and if she left, the party at that time would have become like cauliflower—no shape, no color, no taste.”

When she had arrived in Congress in 1987, Nancy Pelosi had in mind that perhaps she would stay for five terms, which happened to be the number of terms her father had been elected to serve in the House. “When she did finally run for Congress, we thought she would go for five to ten years,” Paul Pelosi told me. “Work on the AIDS crisis and human rights and then we would move on to something else.”

“Ten years seemed like a very long time,” she said. Early in her career, she had seen an elderly House member hobbling on a cane. “It’s never going to be me,” she told a colleague. “I’m not staying around that long.” Now she had been in the House not for five terms but for twelve. She was forty-seven years old when she was first sworn in; now she had celebrated her seventieth birthday. For close to a quarter century, she had been flying across the country and back nearly every week, engaged in almost constant partisan warfare.

Pelosi gave no public indication at the time that she was going to voluntarily step down, but she told me she had been prepared to leave “nicely,” without a fight, if that was the consensus of House Democrats. She understood that some of the credit or the blame for election returns belonged to the leader. Fairly or not, that’s the bargain politicians make when they seek to lead their parties.

“Members called me and said, ‘You can’t leave,’” Pelosi said. “And I said, ‘Well, we lost.’”

She ended up speaking privately with almost every Democratic House member. She said she probably still had the call sheets with her careful notations somewhere. “What people said is, ‘This is what we want you to do. You’re the one who can do that. You’ve got to stay.’”

To be sure, some House Democrats thought it was time for new leadership. But there were more who argued that no one else had the fund-raising and organizational skills she had. No one else could do as much to help the Democratic president succeed in his second term. No one else would be better able to rebuild a Democratic majority.

Republicans had gained a staggering sixty-three House seats, more than erasing the gains she had helped engineer in 2006 and 2008. Dire warnings about the impact of Obamacare, which was passed in the spring, propelled GOP turnout in the fall. The slow recovery from the Great Recession eroded the store of good feeling from Obama’s groundbreaking election two years earlier. The losses were the worst for a party in a midterm election in seven decades.

Pelosi herself had become a prime target of the opposition. She was cast as a symbol of out-of-control leftists and West Coast elitists at odds with traditional American values. She was ridiculed and caricatured. In the 2010 midterms, Republican candidates and conservative groups aired more than $65 million in TV ads attacking her. One study calculated that anti-Pelosi ads aired 161,203 times during the campaign. The Republican National Committee had hung a banner that said “Fire Pelosi” on the front of its headquarters on Capitol Hill, and it sent a hard-to-miss red bus on a 117-city tour across the country. The message on its side: “Need a job? Fire Pelosi!”

She had “an uncanny ability” to ignore the attacks, her husband, Paul Pelosi, told me. “She took the attitude of, ‘If you’re good, they’re going to come after you. If you weren’t effective, they wouldn’t be trying to take you down. And so just keep your head down and go forward.’” When the RNC dispatched the bus depicting his wife as “the evil devil,” daughter Alexandra asked him, “Dad, what do you think about the fact that your name is now a dirty word?”

“Nancy Pelosi was literally the best gift that Republicans had, especially in terms of fund-raising,” Sean Spicer told me. He was a senior RNC staffer who later became President Trump’s first White House press secretary. “I mean, we owe her a special debt of gratitude for the amount of money that she was able to raise for us.”

Given the barrage, perhaps it was no surprise that by Election Day in 2010 Americans by two to one had an unfavorable opinion of her. The largest number of ads and most money was spent in Pennsylvania; five House Democrats were ousted there. In Georgia, a Republican challenger ran ads labeling Democratic representative Jim Marshall a “Pelosicrat.” The four-term congressman lost his seat.

After just four years in power, House Democrats found themselves back in the wilderness.

After the election, and a week of uncertainty behind the scenes, Pelosi’s chief of staff, John Lawrence, sent senior aides a one-word email: “Hold.” Stop making plans for a possible retirement.

She had decided to stay and fight.
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A handful of Democratic members had pledged during their campaigns not to support her for Speaker. Others were restive, too, although a recognition of her clout and the potential for blowback made some leery about speaking up against her.

“Conditions are starting to gel for the good old-fashioned congressional coup,” one Republican strategist crowed. Democratic candidates were eager to benefit from Pelosi’s fund-raising prowess, but most of those in close races hadn’t asked for her presence at campaign events with them.

“If we are going to become a nationally significant party again in the House of Representatives, we need a new leader in that position,” North Carolina representative Larry Kissell said. (He would be defeated for reelection two years later.) Maryland representative Steny Hoyer, No. 2 to Pelosi in his role as House whip, conferred with top aides about whether to challenge her for the leadership, but in the end decided he was unlikely to succeed in defeating her.

When no one else was willing to challenge her for Democratic leader, Representative Heath Shuler of North Carolina decided he would. The onetime NFL quarterback, a moderate who had just won his third term in Congress, argued it was time to bench Pelosi. The closed-door election meeting was a marathon, nearly six hours long. When it was over, she defeated him handily, 150–43, as everyone expected. But even Shuler said he was surprised by how many votes he received in the secret balloting.

Obama didn’t have a vote, but he was watching a congressional contest that had implications for his presidency. “There have been times where members of the Democratic Caucus who were disgruntled would make noise about how ‘Nancy’s time’s gone; she’s not good enough on TV; maybe she should be challenged, et cetera,’” he told me. “A few of them would have the temerity to actually raise that with me. I said, ‘Well, good luck, because I know you’re not going to work that hard’”—that is, as hard as she did.

When the 112th Congress convened, on January 5, 2011, Nancy Pelosi had the unwelcome duty of turning over the Speaker’s gavel to Republican John Boehner.

“I now pass this gavel, which is larger than most gavels here, but the gavel of choice of Speaker Boehner,” Pelosi said as she stood at the dais, holding a theatrically oversized mallet sent to Boehner by an Ohio constituent. “I now pass this gavel and the sacred trust that goes with it to the new Speaker. God bless you, Speaker Boehner.”

Boehner, famous for his propensity to shed tears, had more trouble keeping his public composure than she did.

Her defeat in the House election for Speaker was a foregone conclusion because of the new Republican majority, but she still faced a final public rebuke during the roll call. When their names were called, nineteen Democrats pointedly voted for someone else, eleven of them for Shuler. Not since 1923 had the leader of a party suffered so many defections.

Boehner prevailed, of course, 241 to 173. He accepted the gavel and pumped it in the air as the Republican side of the House erupted in cheers.

Nancy Pelosi sat in the back of the chamber alongside two of her grandchildren, Madeleine and Paul. She had already begun her campaign to regain the chair Boehner now claimed. Not even the optimists in the Democratic Party thought that would be easy, or happen soon.
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Seventeen days after the disaster that was the 2010 midterms, Nancy Pelosi issued a crisp news release announcing that she was naming New York representative Steve Israel to chair the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, the DCCC. “Congressman Israel’s practical experience in running and winning in difficult districts will provide critical leadership for Democrats to regain the majority in 2012,” she declared.

Few believed that regaining the majority in 2012 was a realistic goal. Democrats would have to flip twenty-five Republican seats to achieve that. But they could get started on making up lost ground. “It’s twenty-five seats,” Israel told me, describing their attitude as they launched the campaign cycle. “We’ve got to start the drive. We’ve got to start it now. And we may not get there, but our job is to get as close as we can.”

Israel had worked with Illinois representative Rahm Emanuel when he had led the DCCC to victory in the 2006 midterms. Now the Long Island congressman wrote a private, three-page memo for her, outlining what the Democrats’ campaign arm could do in the wake of the sobering midterms. There were others also jockeying for the post. “I was very impressed with your strategic view,” Pelosi told Israel in a call soon after the election. “You didn’t make it about you; you made it about us. And that’s the kind of strategic thinking we need.”

In the memo, Israel acknowledged that Democrats were going to face what he called “a difficult recruiting environment,” given the setbacks in the midterms. They should begin by trying to convince Democrats who had just lost their seats to run again in 2012, presumably a better year for the party with President Barack Obama at the top of the ticket, running for reelection. Then they should begin a methodical effort to recruit strong challengers to Republican incumbents who might be vulnerable.

Overcoming the party’s post-election funk was the first task. “The caucus was really in the doldrums,” Israel told me. “The White House was in the doldrums. Every Democrat, our donors, our activists, were all in a state of post-traumatic stress.”

Pelosi’s response was to get to work, repeating the adage she adopted after the only campaign she ever lost, to head the Democratic National Committee in 1985. “Don’t agonize; organize,” she would declare. Acknowledging the skeptics, she called regaining the majority a “faith-based initiative.” She might have had doubts herself, but she never admitted them, not publicly. “We’re not going to let the clouds of 2010 obscure our vision for 2012,” she told the hand-wringers. She would simply cut off conversations bemoaning the 2010 debacle. “We’re not rehashing 2010; we’re building for 2012,” she would say.

“She just became the football coach whose team is down 27 points at halftime,” Israel told me. “You go into the locker room; she became Knute Rockne.”

Pelosi did bristle at the suggestion that she was to blame for the catastrophic 2010 returns. “We didn’t lose the election because of me,” she told National Public Radio in an interview a few days after the vote. Republicans “made me a target because I’m effective, politically and policy-wise.” In public, she blamed high unemployment and a flood of negative ads from shadowy advocacy groups. In private, she also complained that Obama had done too little to help House members who had put themselves on the line to pass the Affordable Care Act, too little to convince Americans that Obamacare was going to benefit them.

“They not only failed to defend her and her accomplishments on their behalf, they failed to defend themselves,” California representative George Miller, a key ally, said.

She focused on identifying which Democratic incumbents needed help and which Republican incumbents might be at risk. A year before the 2012 election, she described the promising crop of Democratic challengers who had been recruited to run as “two generals, a colonel… legislators, small-business people, mayors, many women and minorities.” She fashioned a slogan: “Drive for 25.”

It was nearly 11 p.m. one night when Israel arrived home in Dix Hills, in Long Island’s Suffolk County, after a grueling two-day trip that had included stops in Chicago, Des Moines, Iowa City, and Milwaukee. He was drifting off to sleep when his phone rang. “Hi, it’s Nancy,” Pelosi said, according to his recount of their conversation. “Tell me about the trip. How is Leonard Boswell doing? How are his numbers? Who came to his event? And what’s happening in Wisconsin? Did Gwen Moore do an event for us? What’s happening in Ron Kind’s district?”

After eight terms in the House, Democratic representative Leonard Boswell of Iowa faced a redistricting plan that meant he was running against a Republican congressman; Boswell would lose in November. Gwen Moore was a veteran Democratic congresswoman from a safe district in Milwaukee. Ron Kind was a Wisconsin Democrat in his eighth term, facing the toughest reelection of his career; he would win in November.

Then Pelosi launched into one of her regular mental exercises. “Let’s do the map,” she told Israel, as though nothing could be more appealing, whatever the hour. She would run through her mental picture of the key battlegrounds—starting in Maine, moving to New Hampshire and New York, then sweeping across the country. Region by region, congressional district by congressional district, candidate by candidate.

By now it was after midnight, and Israel was exhausted. He made the mistake of audibly yawning. “Oh, you sound tired,” Pelosi said. He replied, “‘You know what, Leader? I am tired. It’s almost one o’clock in the morning where I am. It’s ten o’clock in the evening where you are, in San Francisco. So, yes, I need some sleep.’

“And she says to me, ‘Oh, no, Steve. I’m at the Regency Hotel in Manhattan, and we have an eight o’clock meeting downstairs, and I hope you won’t be late.’” She laughed as she said it. Later, when Israel would tell the story, she would insist she had been joking.
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Publicly, Nancy Pelosi was upbeat. She vowed that Democrats would win the “Drive for 25” in a campaign by waging it “door by door, precinct by precinct, neighborhood by neighborhood, district by district, on the ground and in the air and in the new media.” Two months before the election, she ticked off some dizzying math that explained how her party planned to prevail. “We have sixty-three seats that are held by Republicans that were won by Barack Obama,” she said. “Of those, eighteen were won by John Kerry and we expect to win two-thirds of the ones won by John Kerry and one-third of those won by Barack Obama. Alone, that equals twenty-seven.”

She called her analysis “the most conservative, cold-blooded, clear-eyed, worst-case scenario of how it is.”

But her “worst-case scenario” proved to be much too rosy. On November 6, 2012, Democrats gained eight seats—better than losing ground, but not even close to the twenty-five needed to claim the majority, to make Pelosi Speaker again. Obama had easily won a second term, but he didn’t have long coattails. Republicans won seventeen congressional districts that Obama carried.

Pelosi admired, even revered Obama. But she thought he could and should have done more to bring other Democratic candidates over the finish line with him. “Working on the Affordable Care Act, I’d hoped that there would be more of a positive message coming from the administration, the bully pulpit,” Pelosi told me. “It really didn’t happen.” That made it easier for Republicans to demonize the legislation.

Eight days after the election, she scheduled a news conference in the Capitol. She invited Democratic women in the House to join her. There were a record eighty women from both parties in the new House and a record twenty in the Senate. She had played a key part in increasing their numbers.

Only at the end of a lengthy prepared statement did she mention, almost off-handedly, “We have work to do, and I have made a decision to submit my name to my colleagues to once again serve as the House Democratic leader.”

A twenty-seven-year-old reporter for NBC, Luke Russert, got the day’s headlines when he asked if at age seventy-two it was time for her to step aside and make room for younger leaders. “You’ve always asked that question except to Mitch McConnell,” she replied, referring to the Senate Republican leader, then seventy years old. “Let’s for a moment honor it as a legitimate question, although it’s quite offensive—but you don’t realize that, I guess,” she said, a chuckling tone cloaking a stiletto barb, casting his query as a case of ageism and sexism.

Another reporter asked if she had considered stepping down, a question she dodged. She joked that her brother Tommy “wasn’t as keen” on her running again as her children were. “I guess he wanted to spend more time with me, but my kids are busy.” Later, she told me that she had never seriously considered the possibility of not running again for leader in 2012.

No one was more disappointed with that announcement than Steny Hoyer. The Maryland congressman had been one step behind Pelosi since she had defeated him in 2001 for the job of Democratic whip, a post he had thought was his to claim.

Their rivalry was a source of amusement for Republican leaders and a complication for Democratic members. Two decades after that whip race between Pelosi and Hoyer, I asked South Carolina congressman James Clyburn, then No. 3 in the Democratic leadership, which one he had supported in the secret ballot. “I never told,” he replied, “and I’m not going to tell now.”

Pelosi knew that if she stepped down as Speaker, Hoyer was likely to seek the job. At age seventy-three, he was a year older than she was, but he would represent a new face to lead House Democrats.

“She was really offended by this narrative, that you need a new generation to replace Nancy Pelosi, but it can be with somebody who’s older than her,” a Democratic member of Congress close to her told me. “That just doesn’t fly with me,” she said to him. “If you need a new generation, then all of us oldies should just hold our hands and jump off a cliff, like they did in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. We should all go together.”

Pelosi decided to stay. So did Hoyer. So did Clyburn, then seventy-two. The same Democratic team would head into the 2014 midterms, which were all but guaranteed to be tougher.
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It’s called the six-year itch.

When a president is in the middle of his second term in office, his party usually loses ground in the midterm congressional elections. Last time around, Democrats had benefited from voters’ impatience with the status quo. They had gained thirty-one House seats in 2006, during George W. Bush’s sixth year in the White House, giving them control. Now the tables were turned with Obama in the middle of his second term. Republicans gained thirteen seats, erasing the Democrats’ modest gains in 2012 and giving the GOP its largest majority since the Great Depression. Republicans also claimed control of the Senate.

Unrest among House Democrats was growing. Their three top leaders were all old enough to go on Social Security, but none of them was willing to retire, not voluntarily. Grumbling that was usually made behind closed doors began to spill into the open.

“They wiped the floor with us, so, no, we’re not feeling good,” Ohio congresswoman Marcia Fudge, chair of the Congressional Black Caucus, told reporters. “We think clearly there was a lack of a coherent and compelling message. We believe that certainly our leadership worked hard, but there obviously was something lacking because we lost so many seats. I want to see members who have a better handle on the caucus brought in, whether they be young or old.”

There was second-guessing over the defeat of freshman representative Steven Horsford, the first African American to represent Nevada in Congress. Some said he could have been saved if the DCCC had spent more money on his race. (He would run again, and win, in a rematch against Republican Cresent Hardy in 2018.) Pelosi and Hoyer were engaged in a tug-of-war over who would be the ranking Democrat on the powerful Energy and Commerce Committee. Hoyer backed New Jersey’s Frank Pallone, who won 100–90 in a secret caucus ballot over California’s Anna Eshoo, backed by Pelosi.

Even so, the Democratic Caucus unanimously reelected Pelosi as leader by voice vote, not bothering with a ballot. But she began to quietly make plans to step down once the 2016 election had been held.

Speculation started to percolate about her successor. The prospects included Maryland representative Chris Van Hollen, who was close to Pelosi; he had chaired the DCCC for the 2008 and 2010 elections, and she was increasing his visibility as a leading voice on budget issues. Chief Deputy Whip Joe Crowley of New York was in the mix, too. So was Democratic Caucus chair Xavier Becerra of California. Pelosi outlined to her inner circle three fundamental demands in a successor. She wanted someone who, first, would unite the Democratic Caucus. Second, who would be able to negotiate with the White House and the Senate, whether they were in Democratic or Republican hands. And third, who could motivate grassroots activists and raise money from big donors.

She believed Van Hollen could take her spot. If he could get commitments from a core group of House Democrats, she told him, she would support him against anyone else vying for the top spot when she stepped down. He began to organize a whip operation with key supporters, including Connecticut representative Rosa DeLauro, Pelosi’s close friend.

Then, on the morning of March 2, 2015, Van Hollen got a call with surprising news: Barbara Mikulski, after more than a quarter century representing Maryland in the Senate, was about to announce her retirement. That complicated his calculations.

Van Hollen had considered running for the Senate in 2006, when Democrat Paul Sarbanes retired. Another Maryland House member, Ben Cardin, won the seat. The lesson Van Hollen learned from that experience: If he wanted to run for the Senate down the road, he would need to move quickly.

The next day, he met with Pelosi, who urged him to stay in the House for the “transition” ahead to new leadership. Twenty-four hours later, Van Hollen announced his Senate campaign, the first contender officially in what would be a heated Democratic primary.

He called Steve Israel, then in London with a congressional delegation. “Hey, buddy, I’ve made a decision; I’m going to run for the Senate,” Van Hollen told him. He told Israel he could be a contender to succeed Pelosi. “You should think about going for it,” he said.

But Israel was thinking about making a change himself. He hadn’t yet told Van Hollen or Pelosi that he was considering retiring from his House seat. He was a popular figure in Congress, but he was also an aspiring writer; his first satirical novel, The Global War on Morris, had been published in 2014. “One thing she taught me, if you don’t have the fire in your belly, then don’t do it,” he told me. He went to Pelosi’s office to tell her that he wasn’t a prospect, either. “I’m not sure that I want to do this,” he told her. She said, “‘Well, if you’re not interested, who do you think has a future?’ I said, ‘You.’”

Israel didn’t run for reelection in 2016. Van Hollen won the Senate race in Maryland. Becerra accepted California governor Jerry Brown’s appointment as the state’s attorney general, replacing Kamala Harris, who had just won election to the U.S. Senate. Crowley decided to stick around in Congress, though he would face a surprising and involuntary departure of his own two years later.

Pelosi continued to make her own plans for what to do after the 2016 election. She assumed, along with nearly everyone else in American politics, that Hillary Rodham Clinton would then be moving into the White House.

And Pelosi, along with nearly everyone else in American politics, turned out to be wrong.
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In the days after the 2016 election, Pelosi’s immediate problem was not from the new president but within her own party.

To be clear, no one held Pelosi responsible for the loss of the White House. Blame for that was being heaped on Hillary Clinton and her team. But Pelosi was the leader of House Democrats who had failed in a fourth straight election to win the majority. She had assured her troops that they would gain more than twenty seats this time; they picked up only six. She was a San Francisco liberal at a time when the party was losing touch with the midwestern blue-collar workers who had been part of its base since FDR.

There was frustration, too, about the fact that the House leadership had been set in stone for a decade: Pelosi as No. 1, Steny Hoyer as No. 2, Jim Clyburn of South Carolina as No. 3. Septuagenarians all.

“Change is necessary. And the only way we’re going to survive is to get change; they’re connected,” Representative Emanuel Cleaver of Missouri said. He had just been elected to his seventh term in the House. When he first arrived in Washington, he noted, Pelosi was already ensconced as the Democratic leader.

Ohio representative Tim Ryan was asked what was wrong with the current House leadership. “Well, they keep losing,” he replied.

Open criticism of Pelosi like that by Democrats was rare—her troops tended to view her with both admiration and a certain fear—but the grumbling in the ranks was getting louder. She faced the most serious challenge since defeating Steny Hoyer in 2001 for the job of whip. Now Hoyer decided not to challenge her for the leadership, though it was no secret that he still wanted the top job. Joe Crowley, seen as a potential Democratic leader from the next generation, decided to bide his time, too.

Ryan, at age forty-three a generation younger than the current leadership, launched a long-shot campaign against her. “I had been watching the working-class people pull away from the Democrats during the Obama years,” he told me. “Just the whole brand for us in my mind had solidified around ‘coastal, Ivy League,’ that kind of thing, and it was just killing us. So, after Trump won, I felt like we needed to kind of reestablish ourselves in the industrial Midwest. We needed kind of a new brand, really.”

Pelosi professed confidence that she had the election in hand. When Crowley called her to tell her he had decided not to run, she paused and said dryly, “Good decision,” as though he would have been sorry if he had tried. He had calculated that she would have prevailed after a divisive and bloody battle. In private, though, her own aides thought a defeat was conceivable against the right adversary.

Ryan wasn’t that, but she didn’t take the election for granted. “She wasn’t taking any chances,” Ryan recalled. “You know, everything you would expect Nancy Pelosi to do: leave no stone unturned, no phone call left unmade.” Pelosi offered some concessions. She sent a “Dear Colleague” letter proposing the creation of new positions on committees and in the leadership reserved for newer members. When they met, Democrats amended their rules to allow the caucus to elect the chair of the campaign committee and the leaders of the communications team—posts that she effectively had the power to fill before. She gave away a bit of her power as a hedge against losing all of it.

But she hadn’t lost her ability to count votes. From the start, she had declared that she had the support of two-thirds of the Democratic Caucus. That would be 131 votes. When the secret ballots were cast, she received 134, Ryan 63.

Few congressional leaders in history could match her hold on power, through good times and bad. No Speaker in more than a half century had survived as leader after his or her party lost control of the House—no one since Sam Rayburn in 1953. He was elected to lead House Democrats in 1940 and kept the job until he died in 1961, through three stints as Speaker and two as minority leader.

Pelosi’s tenure would become the longest of any congressional leader since Rayburn. If anything, her record was more remarkable than his because of the political transformation that her leadership spanned. The prospect of bipartisanship was increasingly remote; tribalism ruled. The Republican Caucus became more conservative and combative, the Democratic Caucus more liberal and more diverse. A growing number of Democratic representatives were women, Hispanics, and members of the LGBTQ community. That made them forces to be reckoned with. Meanwhile, social media upended the way politicians organized supporters and raised money.

Pelosi prevailed even as the rules of politics were being redrawn. Still, the fact that one-third of House Democrats voted for a challenger who was seen as having no realistic chance of winning was a warning flag.

The question some of her colleagues had was whether Pelosi, a master of the old politics, was up to the task of leading in the new and unpredictable era defined by Donald Trump.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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PELOSI V. TRUMP: ROUND ONE

January 23, 2017—State Dining Room, the White House

It wasn’t the first time Nancy Pelosi had arrived at the White House to meet with a president as a new Congress opened, a session that would help set the tone for what was ahead. But this one would be different.

For one thing, the setting. When she had met with George W. Bush and Barack Obama, the presidents and congressional leaders sat down in the businesslike West Wing, in the Cabinet Room. But Trump envisioned more of a schmooze session, the venue he saw as his forte. They convened in the State Dining Room. Tiny meatballs were served. Pigs in a blanket were passed.

For another, the president’s message. A declaration of unifying aspirations had been the norm. Raw politics were typically left to another day, to a different place. White House staffers had prepared written remarks for Trump to read along those traditional lines, outlining the new administration’s policy agenda.

He put the script aside and opened with a broadside instead.

“We’re sitting at the table,” Pelosi told me, setting the scene. She noted how historic the moment was, an opportunity for a new president who had never worked in Washington to begin establishing a relationship with the leaders of another, and equal, branch of government. “President of the United States. His first meeting. Article One. The legislative branch. House and Senate. Democrats and Republicans.” The eight top congressional leaders were there, as well as Vice President Mike Pence and senior White House officials.

“So I’m thinking, ‘How will he begin the meeting?’” Pelosi said. “Will he quote the Bible? Will he quote our Founders?”

Not today.

At his inauguration three days earlier, Trump had delivered a dark address describing an “American carnage”; he seemed to hold both the outgoing administration and Congress as complicit. When he began to speak now, there was more carnage on the menu.

“You know, I won the popular vote, because three to five million people voted illegally,” the president declared. In November, as all of them knew, he had carried the Electoral College but lost the popular vote to Democrat Hillary Clinton, an asterisk to his legacy and a wound to his ego that would never quite heal for him.

Pelosi couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. Independent fact-checkers already had debunked the assertion of significant voter fraud, although Trump would repeat it again and again.

There was a protocol to this meeting. The president was to speak first, then recognize the Speaker of the House—that would be Republican Paul Ryan of Wisconsin—and then the Senate majority leader, who was Republican Mitch McConnell of Kentucky. Only after that would Pelosi, as the House minority leader, and Democratic senator Chuck Schumer of New York, as the Senate minority leader, have the floor. Except for McConnell, however, she was the only one of the principals around the table who had ever attended such a session. “They didn’t have a clue that that’s how it worked,” she said, referring to Trump and everyone else around the table, to everyone except McConnell. “So I thought, ‘If they don’t have a clue, why should I clue them in?’”

As the others sat silent to Trump’s claim, she seized the moment.

“Mr. President, what you’re saying has no basis in truth, fact, data,” she said. “There is no evidence to support what you said.”

Trump retorted, “And I’m not even counting California.” (That was “kind of a good comeback,” she would acknowledge to me.)

None of the other congressional leaders seemed eager or willing to jump into the fray. Not Ryan or McConnell, who were still calculating how to work with the unorthodox president from their party. “These guys are now like sinking in their chairs,” she recalled.

“Well, we beat you by four million votes,” she said, in the firm voice of a teacher correcting a pupil. Normally, it might not be politic for a congressional leader to dispute a new president—to pick at a scab, to remind him of his least favorite fact. But Trump’s assertion was false, and she thought it shouldn’t go unchallenged.

“The reason I bring that up is because our Republican colleagues will agree with me when I say that when we engage in a negotiation or discussion of how we’re going to proceed, we always have to stipulate to a fact—whether it’s a budget number, a timetable. Usually it’s a budget number that is the floor or the ceiling. But you can’t negotiate unless you stipulate to a fact. And what you are saying has no basis in fact. So if we’re going to do anything together, we have to have the truth on the table.”

That would be the case if he wanted to reach a deal for an infrastructure bill—the leading issue on which there seemed to be common ground, though it would repeatedly elude consensus—or anything else, she declared. Facts are facts.

Steve Bannon, then the chief White House strategist, told me that he had deliberately positioned himself in a seat across the table from Pelosi, next to White House chief of staff Reince Priebus. Bannon, a populist and veteran of Breitbart News, had long respected Pelosi’s political spine, especially her willingness to stand up to China for human rights abuses, an issue on which they agreed. He wanted to watch her in action.

As Trump talked, Bannon saw Pelosi looking down, talking to herself, rolling her eyes.

“She’s an assassin,” Bannon whispered to Priebus. “She’s going to get us.”

That first meeting set the pattern for those that followed. It established the relationship between the two most powerful political players in the country, the unpredictable new Republican president and his leading Democratic foil.

Before Trump adjourned the meeting, Pelosi excused herself and left. She said she needed to get back to the House of Representatives, which was holding two roll-call votes that evening. When the White House session finally concluded, participants on both sides told reporters what Trump had said, and how Pelosi had pushed back.

No one in the room, including the Republican congressional leaders, “gave it much credence,” Schumer told me in an interview the next day. But he worried about what the exchange with Pelosi may have revealed about the new president. “Let me say this: In general, you cannot run a country unless you know the facts,” he said.

Inside the White House, top aides huddled after the meeting was over to discuss how to handle the president’s assertion, which was quickly becoming a story. “I had to do some cleanup on that,” White House press secretary Sean Spicer told me. Actually, he didn’t do much cleaning. At the White House press briefing the next day, he doubled down on Trump’s complaint, though he didn’t exactly say he believed it himself. The president “continues to maintain that belief based on studies and evidence that people have presented to him,” Spicer told reporters. He didn’t supply any of those studies or evidence.

The Trump-Pelosi standoff was a wake-up call for those who hadn’t dealt with her before. Spicer had worked with her when he served in the U.S. Trade Representative’s office during George W. Bush’s administration. She was in her first stint as Speaker then; the USTR was sending free-trade agreements to Congress for consideration. Until that first meeting at the White House, though, not everyone else on Trump’s staff “fully appreciated her political gravitas and bare knuckles,” Spicer said. “This is a woman that isn’t going to lie down. She is going to fight.”

On Capitol Hill, Pelosi told reporters it had been an “interesting” meeting. Behind closed doors, her account to House Democrats was more candid, and her assessment of the new president damning: “Arrogance, and a lack of knowledge to the nth degree.” Though she was only six years older than he was, the House Democratic leader spoke of the president as if he were a child. “If you don’t know anything, then you don’t even know that you don’t know, right?” she said.

It was a first impression of Trump as commander in chief—as stubbornly repeating untruths, as out of his depth—that would only harden in the four years that followed.

For his part, the new president expressed regard, and some restraint, when he talked about Nancy Pelosi. But that wouldn’t last forever.
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Charles Rangel had first introduced them. The veteran congressman from Harlem arranged a meeting in 2006 at Trump Tower between Nancy Pelosi, then the House Democratic leader, and Donald Trump, then a Democrat who had contributed to candidates in both parties.

“I’m a likeable guy, and he liked everybody,” Rangel said, explaining how he had found himself in Trump’s orbit. Charlie Rangel was not only likeable; the New York representative with the distinctive gravelly voice was also powerful. He was one of the most senior members of the House, a founder of the Congressional Black Caucus, and the top-ranking Democrat on the Ways and Means Committee. He would become the panel’s chair the next year, although he would last in the post for only three years before being forced to step down amid an ethics investigation.

It was the only time she had met Trump before he was elected president, Pelosi said. “We went there to talk about things years ago, and he was a gentleman, and lovely,” she recalled in an interview in May 2016, before he had been elected. The meeting in 2006 was profitable for her, too. Trump contributed $20,000 to the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee and another $5,000 to the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. (He hedged his bet, if only slightly, also contributing $1,000 during the campaign cycle to the National Republican Congressional Committee.)

After Democrats succeeded in regaining control of the House that November, Trump sent her a congratulatory note, scribbled in black Sharpie on an article about her swearing-in as House Speaker. “Nancy—you’re the best,” he wrote. “Congrats. Donald.”

The two shared some traits. They were both outspoken and self-assured. They valued loyalty and didn’t forget disloyalty. Neither was one for expressing regret, even when they did things that others saw as missteps. But in fundamental ways, they could not have been more different. She was a lifelong Democrat and committed liberal; he was a political chameleon who late in life ended up as a Republican with a hard-line populist brand. She built her power from the inside out, forging a fund-raising network and cultivating the support of fellow elected officials. He was an insurgent who rallied millions of voters in defiance of the Republican establishment, winning power from the outside in. She was disciplined, controlled, precise. He was not.

Matt Schlapp, an influential conservative, told me that they reminded him of “the north and south poles of a magnet”—opposite forces, to be sure, but ones that could also attract.

“If I’m in Donald Trump’s head, I’m thinking, ‘We can get along; we can make things work,’” Schlapp said. He had been political director in the George W. Bush White House, then chairman of the American Conservative Union. His wife, Mercedes Schlapp, would become a senior aide on Trump’s White House staff and 2020 campaign. He speculated about what Trump was thinking about Pelosi: “I’ll say some things she doesn’t like, but we’ll figure out a way,” a way to work together.

Trump saw Pelosi as someone he could do business with—not an ally, exactly, but a fellow dealmaker. “I think that I’m going to be able to get along with Pelosi,” he said on MSNBC’s Morning Joe in January 2016. “I’ve always had a good relationship with Nancy Pelosi. I’ve never had a problem.”

Pelosi would be just about his only regular opponent who didn’t quickly become the target of a derisive nickname on his Twitter feed—labels like “Crooked Hillary Clinton” and “Lil Marco Rubio” and “Lyin’ Ted Cruz” and “Sleepy Joe Biden.” That got some attention. Washington pols were scrutinizing Trump’s Twitter feed the way Kremlinologists had examined official photos of the Soviet era. The fact that for three years he didn’t mock her much beyond the occasional “Nervous Nancy” would be the subject of endless speculation. Some Democrats argued that it reflected his fear of commanding women. A top White House aide told me that the president was intimidated by Pelosi, although another senior staffer scoffed at that idea.

Former New Jersey governor Chris Christie, who had run against Trump for the Republican presidential nomination in 2016 and for a time led his transition team, described Trump’s nicknames as a tell for his assessment of people. “If he respects you, you don’t get a nickname, because he’s afraid of what’s going to come back,” Christie said. “So ‘Cryin’ Chuck Schumer’ gets a nickname, because he has no respect for Schumer. But Nancy Pelosi’s got no nickname. It’s just ‘Nancy.’”

“That was his way of basically saying… ‘I can work with her,’” Spicer told me. “Pelosi throws as many bombs, in different ways, as he does. And I think there’s an admiration for, ‘Oh, well, you’re good at this, too.’” Trump told congressional allies that he respected Pelosi more than Republican Speaker Paul Ryan because she could keep backbenchers from hijacking her caucus, something Ryan had failed to do.

Through the four years of political combat that would follow, Pelosi insisted that she had been respectful of Trump, or at least of the office he held. She called her candor a form of courtesy, a desire to help the country by helping its president—in effect, to tutor him in how to do his job. The counsel she gave him was always in his own best interests, she insisted, even if he often didn’t see it that way. She bristled when a reporter for the conservative Sinclair Broadcast Group asked if she hated the president. “I don’t hate anybody,” she replied, jabbing her finger at correspondent James Rosen. “And as a Catholic, I resent your using the word ‘hate’ in a sentence that addresses me. I don’t hate anyone.” She told him that she prayed for the president “all the time.”

Trump would scoff at that. “She never prayed for me in her life,” he told Bob Woodward in an Oval Office interview on the day Pelosi authorized the Judiciary Committee to begin drafting articles of impeachment. By then, she had made it clear that she saw Trump as an aberration in American history, and an alarming one. She described him to fellow House Democrats and others close to her as unethical, anti-intellectual, incurious, dishonorable, uninformed. In time, she questioned the president’s fitness for his high office. “This is a strain of cat that I don’t have the medical credentials to analyze nor the religious credentials to judge,” she said.

He had no regard for the constitutional order and a disturbing taste for authoritarianism, the kind practiced in banana republics, she said. She cited his attacks on the news media as a sign of that disdain. When Trump said he would accept election help from foreign interests—because, why not?—she called his “cavalier” attitude an “assault on our democracy.” She convened closely held talks before the 2018 midterms about concern that he might refuse to recognize the election results if Democrats won. “If we win by four seats, by a thousand votes each, he’s not going to respect the election,” she warned. “He would poison the public mind. He would challenge each of the races; he would say you can’t seat these people.”

Before the 2020 election, there would be more deliberations about making sure the election returns would be honored even as the president escalated accusations of possible election malfeasance. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of ballots cast by mail would explode; he insisted, without evidence, that they would be vulnerable to massive fraud. The only way he would lose is if the election were “rigged,” he told his supporters. What if he refused to accept the results as legitimate?

Pelosi’s most serious complaints with Trump weren’t ideological, although of course they clashed on ideology. She had gone all out for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election, and Clinton’s defeat was disappointing. But the crushing news for Pelosi wasn’t the candidate who had lost; it was the one who had won. “If she had lost to Mitt Romney, John McCain, George Bush—a whole different story,” Pelosi told me, although of course she had been fiercely critical of all three Republicans when they were seeking the White House. “It’s an election; the people have spoken. But Donald Trump? Oh my gosh.”

She called Trump “the most dangerous person in the history of our country.”




[image: image]







With Trump in the White House and Republicans in control of the House and Senate, Democrats in Washington were almost powerless. Almost.

For two years, Nancy Pelosi would take a weak hand and play it to move the president in her direction when she could, to block him when she couldn’t. Early on, she saw her task as limiting the damage, of playing for survival until the Democrats’ political fortunes turned.

At the top of Pelosi’s agenda was protecting the Affordable Care Act, the legacy-making legislation for President Obama and for herself. She knew that a President Hillary Clinton would have championed the law but that a President Donald Trump would attack it. That was one of his core campaign promises, and a major reason Pelosi had put aside her plans to retire when she realized he had won the White House.

Republicans had been promising to repeal the Affordable Care Act since it passed. But they had never drafted a coherent alternative to replace it. As they scrambled to do that now, she marshalled supporters and launched a defense of the benefits of Obamacare. It worked, for a time: In March 2017, Speaker Paul Ryan was forced to pull a repeal measure on the eve of debate because he didn’t have the votes to pass it, a humiliating admission. “This is a setback, no two ways about it,” he acknowledged. “So, yeah, we’re going to be living with Obamacare for the foreseeable future.”

Six weeks later, the House did pass legislation to repeal and replace major parts of the ACA, by a narrow margin, 217–213, and along party lines. Not a single Democrat voted for it; twenty Republicans voted against it. Trump immediately staged a victory celebration in the Rose Garden, albeit one that turned out to be premature. In July, Mitch McConnell brought up the Senate version of the repeal for a vote. Republican senator John McCain of Arizona returned for the crucial debate just two weeks after undergoing surgery for brain cancer. In the final, dramatic moments, he cast the decisive thumbs-down vote against it.

The landmark Affordable Care Act had survived by a thread, not because of Democratic opposition but thanks to a single maverick Republican.
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Nancy Pelosi didn’t have the power to pass a bill, but she could still make a point.

Just after 10 a.m. on February 7, 2018, she went to the House floor and was recognized to speak for one minute. One magic minute, that is. Under the rules of the House, the Speaker and the majority and minority leaders can make a “magic minute” last as long as they want—that is, as long as they remain standing and speaking, with no interruptions or breaks allowed.

For the next eight hours and seven minutes, she spoke. It was the longest filibuster-style speech in the House in at least a century, and perhaps ever. At the time, she was seventy-seven years old. She would occasionally pause to sip from a glass of water. When she lamented that she didn’t have a rosary, her friend Representative Rosa DeLauro brought her one. At 2 p.m., Pelosi began to get the sniffles; she speculated that perhaps she was allergic to the rugs in the chamber. By 4 p.m., her voice was hoarse. At 6 p.m., as she began her ninth hour on the floor, Politico reporter Heather Caygle tweeted a photo of the four-inch stilettos that Pelosi had been standing in from the start.

Pelosi read letters from dozens of so-called Dreamers, young people who had been brought to the United States illegally as children. They had grown up in the United States and wanted to stay. They were “American in every way, except paper,” she said. House Democrats passed her written anecdotes about some of the young people in their districts. She read from the Gospel of Matthew and quoted Pope Francis.

She asked Ryan to follow McConnell’s lead; the Senate leader had promised a floor debate on immigration as part of deal with Schumer to avoid a government shutdown. Ryan’s aides told reporters that he would bring up an immigration bill, but only one that Trump supported, something that never happened.

“Our Dreamers hang in limbo, with a cruel cloud of fear and uncertainty above them,” Pelosi said, accusing the GOP leaders of “moral cowardice” and demanding, “What are you afraid of?” When she finally stopped talking, congressional Democrats who had taken seats all around her stood and applauded.

She had infuriated her Republican critics, but not all of her allies were cheering. Some advocates thought the speech was not a sign of strength but rather proof of weakness, of the failure of Democrats to be able to deliver on their promise to enact DACA into law. Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, the Obama administration policy, protected some Dreamers from deportation.

That said, at the end of Trump’s first year in office, congressional Republicans had failed to deliver on their top campaign promise, to “repeal and replace” the Affordable Care Act. The president had struggled to score on the issue that had animated his campaign, his vow to build a wall along the southern border and force Mexico to pay for it. Even with the GOP in power at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue, he had not proved to be much of a dealmaker.

Immigration turned out to be an exercise in frustration for him, in large part because of Pelosi.

In September 2017, two months after the Senate repeal of Obamacare had been defeated, Trump convened an Oval Office meeting with congressional leaders for talks on raising the debt ceiling. Pelosi and Schumer had arrived with a plan, and an expansive Trump startled Republican congressional leaders by agreeing to it. It included a short-term extension of the debt ceiling; disaster relief for Hurricane Harvey, a devastating Category 4 storm that had hit Texas and Louisiana; and the promise of negotiations on an immigration package that would include provisions for the Dreamers. That represented a reversal: Trump had vowed to end DACA.

After the debt ceiling measure had passed, Pelosi and Schumer were invited back to the White House, this time for a Chinese dinner of crispy beef with sticky rice in the Blue Room. Trump was again in a mood to cut a deal. He agreed to support a comprehensive bill that established protections for Dreamers and increased border security, leaving the wall to another time.

By the next morning, though, conservatives on Fox News and elsewhere were denouncing the deal, and Trump was reconsidering it. “No deal was made last night,” he tweeted. A deal? What deal? In short order, it was dead.
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Two weeks before the midterm elections in 2018, President Trump told me that having Pelosi as Speaker of the House wouldn’t be so bad. In some ways, he mused, he might even be better off.

Aboard Air Force One, my USA Today colleague David Jackson and I interviewed the president on October 22, 2018. He was on his way to headline a huge rally in Houston on behalf of Texas senator Ted Cruz, the 2016 rival he had once labeled “Lyin’ Ted.” Sitting at the broad desk in his office on the presidential plane, Trump was remarkably sanguine about the possibility that Republicans might lose control of the House. “I’ll be honest with you, if the Democrats get in, I think I’ll be able to work with them,” he said. “They need me. They don’t want to sit there and for two years do nothing. They want to get things passed.”

He didn’t accept the warnings from Bannon and others that a Democratic-controlled House would inevitably vote to impeach him, for one reason or another.

Trump was reassured about impeachment in part because Pelosi was publicly resisting the appetite among liberals to pursue it. “Yes, on the left there is a Pound of Flesh Club, and they just want to do to them what they did to us,” she told journalist Robert Draper four days before the election. “That’s not who we are. Go get somebody else if that’s who you want.” If Democrats won control, her plan was for them to begin with a campaign finance bill, then legislation to lower drug prices, then a vote to broaden background checks for gun buyers. She said it might be possible to find common ground with Trump, at least on some issues.

She was confident that Democrats would gain seats, although she wasn’t sure what the size of the sweep would be, “a wave or a tsunami.”

For two years, Pelosi had been invoking the lesson she had taken from the only election she ever lost, for Democratic National Committee chair in 1985. “Don’t agonize; organize,” she would tell her troops. She ordered House candidates to talk not about Trump—about his preferred topic of illegal immigration, or about the possibility of his impeachment—but rather about the issues that affected voters’ own lives, especially health care.

And she raised a jaw-dropping $121.7 million, making her by far the biggest source of cash for House Democratic campaigns.

They needed to flip twenty-five seats to win control. They ended up gaining forty-one, the most for Democrats since the post-Watergate election of 1974. The sort of big victory that would be difficult to dispute.

A tsunami.

Even that didn’t unnerve President Trump. At a news conference the day after the midterms, he singled out Pelosi for praise. “And I give her a lot of credit,” he said. “She works very hard, and she’s worked long and hard. I give her a great deal of credit for what she’s done and what she’s accomplished.” He expressed optimism about the prospect for passing major legislation, something that had been difficult to do so far in his tenure.

“Hopefully, we can all work together next year to continue delivering for the American people, including on economic growth, infrastructure, trade, lowering the cost of prescription drugs. These are some of the things that the Democrats do want to work on, and I really believe we’ll be able to do that. I think we’re going to have a lot of reason to do it.”
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Nancy Pelosi sometimes chose clothes to send a message—the white of the suffragettes, the purple of bipartisanship, the bright blue of the American flag—but on this particular day she wore the brick-red coat with a high collar just because the morning temperature was in the twenties and the wool coat she had bought two years earlier happened to be back from the dry cleaners.

She was headed to the White House that afternoon for her first meeting with President Trump in more than a year, when an effort to cut a deal on immigration over a dinner of Chinese food had ended in collapse. This time, she was returning not as the House minority leader but as the presumptive next Speaker, assuming she could dispatch the grumbling in Democratic ranks about the need for someone new. The session was supposed to open with a three-minute “pool spray,” a chance for TV cameras to get some footage of Trump, Pelosi, Senate Democratic leader Chuck Schumer, and Vice President Mike Pence before the journalists were hustled out of the Oval Office.

After the press pool had been escorted into the Oval Office, Trump formally greeted the Democrats. “It’s a great honor to have Nancy Pelosi with us and Chuck Schumer with us,” he said. He mentioned issues on which bipartisan progress might be made, including criminal justice reform and a farm bill, then made a pitch for Congress to approve funding for the wall along the Mexican border. That sticking point was threatening to prompt a partial shutdown of the federal government.

“Nancy, would you like to say something?” he asked. She responded with similar formality. “Well, thank you, Mr. President, for the opportunity to meet with you so we can work together in a bipartisan way to meet the needs of the American people,” she said. Then she showed some steel. “I think the American people recognize that we must keep government open, that a shutdown is not worth anything, and that you should not have a Trump shutdown.”

That got the president’s attention.

“Did you say ‘Trump’?” he said.

“A Trump shutdown,” she repeated.

“I was going to call it a ‘Pelosi shutdown,’” he said.

He insisted that House Republicans could “very easily” pass a spending bill that included funding to build a wall, avoiding a shutdown. “Okay, then do it; then do it,” she replied, a dare. Five separate times she suggested that their conversation would be more productive in private, not in front of the cameras. “It’s called transparency,” Trump replied. She shot back, “But it’s not transparency when we’re not stipulating to a set of facts,” the same complaint she had leveled at their first meeting in the State Dining Room. She called him “Mr. President.” He called her “Nancy.”

Then came their key exchange, the defiant clip that would make the evening news.

“You know, Nancy is in a situation where it’s not easy for her to talk right now, and I understand that,” the president told reporters, raising a question about whether she was really able to speak for House Democrats because of those who were challenging her election as Speaker.

“Mr. President,” she replied icily. “Please don’t characterize the strength that I bring to this meeting as the leader of the House Democrats, who just won a big victory.”

Turning away from him and toward the cameras, she accused him of misrepresenting the facts when he talked about border security in general and the wall in particular. Then Schumer needled Trump about threatening a government shutdown; Trump said he would be glad to claim a shutdown as his own. After seventeen minutes, having lost control of the conversation, Trump finally signaled staffers to push the press pool out of the room.

Afterward, the photos of Pelosi emerging from the West Wing in her swingy red coat, donning sunglasses and to all appearances in complete control, became iconic. “The high collar of her russet-colored MaxMara coat framed her face like a superhero’s cloak,” fashion writer Robin Givhan wrote in the Washington Post. “And in a certain quarter of social media, a funnel-neck coat became a new symbol of female strength.”

When Pelosi got back to the Capitol, she stopped by a closed-door meeting in a basement conference room of House Democrats, convened to choose committee chairs for the new Congress. The video of the Oval Office smackdown was already all over Twitter and cable TV. She delivered a rundown of her exchange with the president, a mocking account that immediately leaked, as she surely knew it would. (“Boom. It was out the door before I even walked out myself,” she said later.) She made no effort to conceal her contempt for the president. She told her colleagues that the debate over the wall was “a manhood thing” for Trump. “As if manhood could ever be associated with him,” she added. She said, “I was trying to be the mom”—a portrayal that presumably cast the president as the child.

Or perhaps worse. “It goes to show you,” she told them. “You get into a tinkle contest with a skunk, you get tinkle all over you.” Then she described how the meeting ended. “He said, ‘We can go two routes with this meeting—with a knife or a candy,’” she told her colleagues. “I said, ‘Exactly.’”
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Despite Nancy Pelosi’s confident comeback to President Trump, he had a point that she was facing a serious challenge from fellow Democrats. He had bolstered her position, although not in the way he had planned. Her ability to stand toe-to-toe with him in that televised showdown was a demonstration of the value of having somebody who had been around the block as their leader. It helped solidify her standing.

The issue at the meeting had been whether Trump would risk shutting down much of the federal government as he held out for building the wall, his signature issue from the beginning of his campaign. As it turned out, he was willing to risk it. Nonessential governmental offices were closed as he demanded funding for the project.

Pelosi called his bluff. In public, she refused to even consider negotiations until the government had been reopened; in private, she worked furiously to hold nervous Democrats united behind her strategy when the pundits and the editorial writers criticized them. “Understand, there is a plan,” she reassured them, citing lessons learned when she refused to negotiate with President George W. Bush over his Social Security plan in 2005—another example of the value of having an experienced hand at the wheel. After thirty-five days, by far the longest partial shutdown in American history, Trump folded, having won not a penny for the wall. “Nancy is never going to give me what I want,” he complained to senior aides at a tense meeting the day before he caved.

Bannon called it a hard-won lesson for the president about the town’s new order. “He got played totally in that thing.”

Pelosi had made a power play of her own, pulling back Congress’s invitation for the president to deliver the State of the Union address while the government shutdown continued. “Sadly, given the security concerns and unless government reopens this week, I suggest that we work together to determine another suitable date after government has reopened for this address,” she wrote in a formal letter. Perhaps he could just send a written message, she said—a mischievous suggestion, given the dim odds that the president would forgo one of the brightest spotlights of the year.

He finally delivered the speech, in person, a week after it had initially been scheduled.

Earlier that day, the president displayed little of the bipartisan comity that traditionally marks State of the Union addresses. At a luncheon with TV anchors, which was purportedly off the record but quickly leaked, he called Schumer a “nasty son of a bitch” and said he hoped he would be running against former vice president Joe Biden in his 2020 reelection bid. “Biden was never very smart,” he said, calling him prone to “unbelievable” gaffes. “When Biden says something dumb, it’s because he’s dumb.”

And Pelosi? “Nancy’s always really nice to me in person, and then she goes out and says those things about me.”

That night, the Speaker was expected to introduce Trump with the traditional words of the occasion: “Members of Congress, I have the high privilege and distinct honor of presenting to you the president of the United States.”

But Trump launched into his speech without giving Pelosi an opening to say a word. Unlike George W. Bush eight years earlier, he didn’t take the opportunity to congratulate her on gaining the Speaker’s chair.

He spoke for an hour and twenty-two minutes, the third-longest State of the Union address in history and the most provocative in memory—that is, until the State of the Union address he would deliver a year later. He alternated between conciliatory words and combative ones, especially on immigration. It wasn’t clear whether he fully understood how the new reality of divided government had changed the power dynamics of Washington and his own future.

While he didn’t refer specifically to the ongoing Russia inquiry by special counsel Robert Mueller, he did issue a warning to Democrats.

“An economic miracle is taking place in the United States—and the only thing that can stop it are foolish wars, politics, or ridiculous partisan investigations,” he said. “If there is going to be peace and legislation, there cannot be war and investigation. It just doesn’t work that way.”

Then there was some rhetorical whiplash when he turned to deliver the sort of unifying words that were standard fare for previous presidents in this setting.

“We must reject the politics of revenge, resistance, and retribution and embrace the boundless potential of cooperation, compromise, and the common good,” Trump declared, the alliterative language favored by speechwriters. Pelosi rose to applaud, but the smirk on her face and the exaggerated extension of her arms made her slow clap seem more sarcastic than congratulatory. Her public mocking of the president—that was how the gesture was instantly interpreted, inside and outside the House chamber—solidified her status among progressives who had once worried about her standing up to Trump.

She wasn’t charmed by him, but he was still counting on her to prevent her fellow Democrats from overreaching. From impeaching. Which she would do, but with increasing difficulty, and only for a time.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




[image: image]







THE SPEAKER AND THE SQUAD

June 26, 2018—The Bronx, New York

Nancy Pelosi and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez would have a complicated relationship from the start.

Ocasio-Cortez would be the most unexpected newcomer in the House chamber. The twenty-eight-year-old bartender and community activist had challenged a ten-term incumbent who had outspent her eighteen to one. Joe Crowley, a big man with a big personality, was a popular figure on Capitol Hill and, nearly everyone assumed, a safe incumbent in a solidly Democratic district in Queens and the Bronx. Yet in the New York primary on June 26, 2018, she trounced him.

Ocasio-Cortez had done precisely what Pelosi had been advising political hopefuls to do for a generation. Nobody is going to give you power, she would tell them; you have to seize it. Indeed, the new congresswoman was following in the footsteps of Pelosi’s father in a Democratic primary in Baltimore precisely eighty years earlier. He had been elected to Congress after he wrested the Democratic nomination from a six-term incumbent.

On primary night, Pelosi called Crowley to commiserate. Both were shocked by his ouster.

Pelosi had a policy of backing incumbent Democrats in the House, even those who had given her heartburn. The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee enforced that policy, maintaining a blacklist of political consultants who signed on with candidates challenging incumbents. She had supported Crowley for reelection. Now she recognized the unpredictable tremors that his defeat might be signaling.

In New York’s 14th Congressional District, the Democratic nominee was all but guaranteed to win the general election. That meant Ocasio-Cortez would be headed to Washington.

The two women had never met.

The morning after the primary, Pelosi called Ocasio-Cortez and welcomed her to Congress. “She said that she loved working with Joe but that she’s actually always wanted younger women in Congress,” Ocasio-Cortez said later, relaying their conversation. Pelosi noted that men often ran for office at an earlier age than women did. “She’s actually very happy to see, you know, some new blood and I look forward to meeting her in that chamber.”
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Ocasio-Cortez instantly became a progressive superstar and a magnet for media attention. It was a sign of her fame that she quickly became known by headline writers and the Twitterverse by her initials, AOC—the sort of universal recognition more often reserved for presidents, for FDR and JFK and LBJ. She would be the most prominent member in a new congressional class known for groundbreaking women. She was the youngest woman ever elected to Congress; Ilhan Omar of Minnesota and Rashida Tlaib of Michigan were the first Muslim women; Ayanna Pressley was the first Black woman to represent Massachusetts.

During orientation, Ocasio-Cortez posted a photo of the four of them on Instagram, captioning it “Squad.” The branding stuck.

Members of the Squad made it clear they didn’t feel compelled to follow the old rules. They had gotten to Washington challenging opponents with deeper establishment credentials, relying on social media to raise money and energize supporters, espousing progressive causes like Medicare for All and the Green New Deal. They weren’t leery of the label “socialist.” And they weren’t particularly deferential to seniority.

On the first day of freshman orientation, one week after the general election, Ocasio-Cortez stopped by Pelosi’s congressional office. But it wasn’t to pay her respects to her party’s leader, someone she barely knew. It was to show her support for the climate-change protesters from the Sunrise Movement staging a sit-in in her outer office. They held bright orange signs that demanded, “What Is Your Plan?”

Even the organizers had been surprised by Ocasio-Cortez’s willingness to stand with them. The Friday before the protest, organizers had sent a message to the congresswoman-elect asking for a supportive statement or tweet. In reply, journalist Ryan Grim reported, she told them she didn’t want to support the protest; she wanted to join it. She urged them to up the ante—to demand not only a guarantee of green jobs but also a select House committee on the Green New Deal.

“We were like, Are you guys sure?” one said. Even the activists wondered about the wisdom of her being so far out front, so fast.

Pelosi professed to be unsurprised and unconcerned about a sit-in at her office that the newly elected congresswoman had joined. “I’m like, ‘I’d probably be doing that myself.’” Whenever she looked over the freshman class in a new Congress, she said, “I also think, And who among you will be disrupters? Because that is what our country needs.” Soon after the 116th Congress convened, the cover of Rolling Stone showed Pelosi flanked by Ocasio-Cortez and Minnesota representative Ilhan Omar, another new congresswoman who had already earned a reputation for sparking controversy. Everyone was smiling.

Nancy Pelosi saw something of herself in AOC. Even when she was causing trouble. Maybe especially then.

“I’m a liberal from San Francisco,” Pelosi told me. “I said to these people, ‘I’ve been you. I was pushing a stroller and carrying a sign. I’ve been you.’” She had chaired the California Democratic Party, calling it “The Left of the Left,” and over the years had pushed for single-payer health care and other progressive causes. She had never been satisfied with the compromises that elected officials delivered. “I was like, ‘Why are we applauding them? Here we are with this, that, and the other, and there they go and give us half a loaf or three-quarters of a loaf? What’s that?’ So I’ve been them. I know. I know that.”

The AOCs of the world—fresh-faced newcomers vowing to destabilize the system—were exactly the sort of members who have been giving Speakers of the House trouble for generations. Her predecessors hadn’t liked it any more than Nancy Pelosi would. Her efforts to remind the new crew of her own rabble-rouser roots was an effort to show her bona fides, to temper their opposition. It wasn’t an offer to put them in charge.
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For Pelosi, there was a certain irony in the Squad’s complaints. Conservatives had been pillorying her for years as a leftist ideologue. When Ocasio-Cortez was born in 1989, Pelosi was already one of the most left-leaning members of Congress, leading efforts to fight the HIV/AIDS epidemic. “Take one of the most liberal members of the House from San Francisco and turn her into a moderate Democrat,” former Republican House Speaker John Boehner told me, laughing out loud at the dynamic across the aisle. “That’s hilarious.”

The comparison with what had happened in the Republican Party with the rise of the Tea Party and the Freedom Caucus was imperfect, and one that Pelosi impatiently rejected when I asked her about it. “There is absolutely no equivalence between the dynamism in a political party that has diversity of opinion and obstruction that existed with the Tea Party, who are anti-science and anti-governance,” she replied, interrupting my question before I could finish asking it. “So when the press makes this equivalence, it’s like, what could you possibly be thinking? With all due respect.”

Her scolding aside, there were parallels to the turmoil that Republican congressional leaders had faced with the Tea Party and the Freedom Caucus, the upheaval that pushed Republicans to the right and helped pave the way for Trump’s takeover of the GOP.

Indeed, on the campaign trail in 2018, Ocasio-Cortez had suggested forming a “Corporate-Free Caucus” to push Democrats to stand up against monied interest groups—a left-wing counterpart to the Freedom Caucus.

There were some significant differences between the challenges in the two parties. The Tea Party and the Freedom Caucus amassed enough numbers within the House to give them leverage when it came to passing or blocking legislation. For the Squad, the source of their leverage wasn’t in their numbers inside the chamber—the four of them—but the enthusiasm they generated among young, progressive voters across the country who made up a crucial part of the Democratic coalition. Social media gave them a megaphone: While Pelosi had an impressive 4.6 million followers on Twitter, AOC had even more, nearly 7 million.

Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell would blame Tea Party upstarts who prevailed in primaries only to lose in general elections with costing the GOP its shot at winning control of the Senate in 2010. In the House, two successive Republican Speakers, John Boehner and Paul Ryan, would end up stepping down in open frustration with the purists on their party’s right.

Now it was Pelosi’s turn to deal with an anti-establishment uprising on her party’s left. “What we went through in 2012 and 2010 with the so-called Tea Party, she went through in 2016 and 2018,” Boehner told me. She might reject the parallels, but he recognized them. “I’ve watched it for a long time, but, yeah, she’s got her hands full.”

A few weeks after the new members of Congress had arrived in Washington, Pelosi described to me what her message was to them.

“I say to them, as advocates, outsiders, it is our nature to be relentless, persistent, and dissatisfied,” she said. But that’s not enough once you’re elected, she went on. “When you come in, cross that door, take that oath, you have to be oriented toward results. Have confidence in what you believe in, have humility to listen to somebody else, because you’re not a one-person show. This is the Congress of the United States.” Not all districts have voters who share the liberal views of Queens or San Francisco. Getting results meant accepting “the highest, boldest common denominator.”

In fact, Pelosi was more focused on a different group of Democrats in the class of 2018. She called them the Majority Makers, the forty-three House members who had flipped Republican-held seats. Thirty-one Democrats had won districts that Donald Trump carried in 2016. The Democrats’ hold on the House would depend on their ability to survive in red-leaning districts in Kansas and Pennsylvania and South Carolina, not in the deep blue precincts of the Bronx.
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Pelosi would have to fight to keep her job.

Two weeks after Election Day in 2018, sixteen House Democrats released a letter announcing their opposition to Pelosi as leader. “We are thankful to Leader Pelosi for her years of service to our country and our caucus,” the letter read, the written version of a gold watch for retirement. Now, it went on, “the time has come for new leadership.” A handful of other new House members from swing districts also had promised during their campaigns not to vote for Pelosi.

Jason Crow of Colorado was one of them. The first time he spoke with Pelosi was when he called her as a courtesy during the 2018 campaign to let her know that he was going to announce the next day that he wouldn’t support her for Speaker—that is, if he succeeded in ousting the Republican incumbent and if Democrats managed to win back control of the House. Crow, a lawyer and former U.S. Army Ranger making his first bid for elective office, felt it was time for the next generation of leadership. “I generally don’t say what people tell me specifically,” he told me, “but I can just say that she generally was not at all that enthused about my position on that issue.”

After he won the seat in the Denver suburbs and was in Washington for orientation meetings, Pelosi asked him to come to her office to meet in person, one-on-one. “She said she would love to have my support,” Crow told me, “and I just said that position didn’t change. I think if people know anything about me, it’s that I mean what I say and I keep my promises.” The meeting was short. She still didn’t like it, but she understood.

Theoretically, the defection of sixteen Democrats could deny Pelosi the 218-vote majority she needed to be elected Speaker on the House floor. There was enough unrest to challenge her, but her critics never managed to find a strong candidate willing and able to try. By the time the new House convened, on January 3, 2019, she carried 220 Democratic votes—enough to win, without a lot to spare. An academic study by two political scientists, Matthew N. Green and Douglas B. Harris, concluded that Pelosi had picked off three rebels by offering carrots—Representative Marcia Fudge of Ohio, for one, decided not to run for Speaker after Pelosi made her chair of a new oversight committee on elections—and won over seven more with the offer of a complicated deal on term limits. (The new rules were never formally adopted, but Pelosi promised to follow them anyway. Since she already had served as Speaker for two terms, she would be limited to one more term. However, a two-thirds vote by the Democratic Caucus could extend that tenure to a fourth term.)

In the end, twelve Democrats voted against her; another three voted “present.” Ten of them were freshmen who had distanced themselves from her during their campaigns.

Pelosi was dealing with grievances not only from the middle but also from the left. Emboldened progressives argued that the party’s leaders were too cautious, too quick to compromise, and too beholden to corporate interests at a time when a new generation was demanding boldness. Ocasio-Cortez ended up supporting Pelosi for Speaker, but only after saying it was time for new leadership and suggesting she would prefer to vote for Barbara Lee, an outspoken liberal who represented the district next to Pelosi’s, just across San Francisco Bay.
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Nancy Pelosi was famous for having what veteran congressional reporter John Bresnahan of Politico dubbed “an iron fist in a Gucci glove.” There was no better example of that than her dealings with the Squad. She hadn’t survived as the top Democrat in the House for nearly two decades by ignoring challengers. Instead, she applied the lessons she had learned to win them over, or at least keep them at bay.

First, the Gucci glove. She didn’t rebuke the protesters who staged the protest at her office; she hugged them. “Deeply inspired by the young activists & advocates leading the way on confronting climate change,” she tweeted at noon that day.

Eighteen minutes later, AOC retweeted that message and added a reply that adopted a similarly conciliatory tone. “Thank you, @NancyPelosi,” she wrote. “We have 10 years left to plan and implement a Green New Deal before cataclysmic climate disaster.”

Ocasio-Cortez had drafted a resolution that demanded the new select committee on climate change be directed to draft an ambitious Green New Deal by January 1, 2020, that would lead to 100 percent renewable energy in the United States. What’s more, she said committee members should be required to refuse to accept campaign donations from the fossil-fuel industry.

Pelosi didn’t agree to either of those conditions. When she offered Ocasio-Cortez a seat on the committee, now called the Select Committee on Climate Crisis, the freshman congresswoman turned it down. But AOC said later that she had no regrets, including what she called her “terrifying” decision to join the sit-in at Pelosi’s office. “I know this could be bad, and this could make someone mad, and I don’t know exactly how they would drop the hammer on me or what hammers would be dropped,” she told New York magazine. “It felt like the right thing to do, and when you say that people think it’s a form of naivete and that it’s childish, but I don’t think it was.” (Indeed, that was exactly how several more senior congressional Democrats described her participation in that protest to me. They used words like “naïve” and “shortsighted,” a waste of her political capital.)

The magazine’s cover featured a photo of a beaming AOC and a question: “Why Compromise?” But the headline on the admiring interview inside had a cautionary edge about what it had cost. “One Year in Washington,” it read. “Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez Reshaped Her Party’s Agenda, Resuscitated Bernie Sanders’s Campaign, and Hardly Has a Friend in Town.”

Disputes brewed over enacting Medicare for All and the Green New Deal. There was a divide over impeaching Trump. (The Squad endorsed the idea; Pelosi urged caution.) There was friction over other proposals pushed by progressives: a $15-an-hour minimum wage, free public college, and defunding ICE, the Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency. Pelosi wasn’t moving fast enough for them, and she was dismissive about any political threat that they might pose.

“When we won this election, it wasn’t in districts like mine or Alexandria’s,” both solidly Democratic, she told an audience at the London School of Economics in April 2019. “This glass of water would win with a ‘D’ next to its name in those districts,” she said, picking up a glass of water from the small table in front of her to laughter in the ballroom. It was hardly a flattering description. While AOC and the other three members of the Squad were “getting a good deal of press,” she acknowledged, the districts that had given Democrats a majority “were right down the middle. Mainstream, hold-the-center victories.”

The blowup that demonstrated just who was boss was over immigration.

In June, amid negotiations over an immigration bill, Pelosi pleaded with House Democrats to support legislation that would provide $4.5 billion in emergency border funding, including care of migrant children. It wasn’t close to the measure that Democrats wanted, but she argued that it was the best deal they could realistically cut—better something than nothing. “A vote against this bill is a vote for Donald Trump and his inhumane, outside-the-circle of civilized attitude toward the children,” she said at a closed meeting of the Democratic Caucus.

The four members of the Squad were the only Democrats who defected on the vote.

Pelosi’s response took the form of a slapdown that dominated the front page of the New York Times’ Sunday Review section. An illustration showed her as a huge and valiant-looking figure, gazing upward and wearing white. Much smaller figures depicted Ocasio-Cortez and Tlaib, Trump and Russia special prosecutor Robert Mueller, and a group of youthful protesters—all of them arrayed below her, perhaps vying unsuccessfully for her attention.

“It’s Nancy Pelosi’s Parade,” the headline read. The subhead pulled a quote from the interview with columnist Maureen Dowd: “‘If the left doesn’t think I’m left enough, so be it,’ she told me.”

Pelosi, who sat down for the interview after being cheered as she marched in San Francisco’s annual Pride parade, could not have conveyed less concern about the Squad. “All these people have their public whatever and their Twitter world,” she said dismissively after popping a chocolate treat in her mouth. “But they don’t have any following. They’re four people, and that’s how many votes they got.”

There was the iron fist.

Ocasio-Cortez shot back using, of course, Twitter. “That public ‘whatever’ is called public sentiment,” she posted. “And wielding the power to shift it is how we actually achieve meaningful change in this country.” She suggested race was playing a role in their back-and-forth. “The explicit singling out of newly elected women of color” was “just outright disrespectful,” she said.

That sort of public retort to the Speaker was unheard of among House Democrats, especially from a freshman member. AOC’s chief of staff, Saikat Chakrabarti, poured gasoline on the fire. He posted a series of tweets saying his boss was better at leading than Pelosi and accusing Democratic leaders of being unwilling to fight for their principles. “Pelosi claims we can’t focus on impeachment because it’s a distraction from kitchen table issues,” he wrote. “But I’d challenge you to find voters that can name a single thing House Democrats have done for their kitchen table this year. What is this legislative mastermind doing?”

There was more. In posts blasting the Blue Dogs, a group of moderate Democrats, Chakrabarti called them the “New Southern Democrats,” a reference to the segregationists who earned historic notoriety for blocking civil rights legislation. “They certainly seem hell bent to do to black and brown people today what the old Southern Democrats did in the 40s,” he wrote, though he later deleted the tweet.

Other Democratic members erupted at that—not just the Blue Dogs but just about all of them. Members of the Congressional Black Caucus felt particularly threatened by chatter that a progressive PAC called Justice Democrats planned to field younger, more liberal primary challengers to replace them in their safely Democratic districts.

Two days after Pelosi’s interview was published, House Democrats met again behind closed doors. “So, again, you got a complaint? You come and talk to me about it,” Pelosi told her troops sternly. “But do not tweet about our members and expect us to think that that is just okay.” She said her agenda was to help children, even when it was hard to do.

“Some of you are here to make a beautiful pâté,” she told them, “but we’re making sausage most of the time.”
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That afternoon, I sat down with Nancy Pelosi for an interview. She was still wound tight. First, she insisted that there was nothing to see here, nothing to talk about. Reporters were hyping the story, she said; it was just Democrats being Democrats. “I’ve been here a long time,” she told me. “We have always had our differences of opinion and all the rest. And we’re not the Republican Party; we’re not a rubber stamp. I mean, that’s not what we are. No, I think it was fine.”

During the meeting, she had told them not to attack other members. Instead, “they should attack me; it’ll only help me raise money.” That had gotten a laugh.

“Nothing surprises me,” she said. “Thirty years, since I’ve been here. They’ve never seen any fights like what we had when we had Central America and the caucus was divided. NAFTA, and the caucus was divided. Iraq War, and the caucus was divided.”

Then she said sharply, “But did you want to talk about the book?” That was a sign that she was finished talking about the Squad. I tried one more question—about the difference between making “a beautiful pâté” and making sausage. Did the new members fail to understand the sausage-making process?

With that, she became as openly agitated as I had ever seen her in an interview—and not with me.

“Some people come here, as Dave Obey would have said, to pose for holy pictures,” she said, mimicking a child trying to make a solemn show of piety. “See how perfect I am and how pure?” Obey, a Wisconsin congressman, had made his share of sausage as chair of the Appropriations Committee. “Remember when David used to say that all the time? ‘Okay, there’s the group that’s going to go pose for holy pictures. Now let’s legislate over here.’

“And that’s experience,” Pelosi went on. “They’ll understand when they have something they want to pass. If you don’t want any results, you don’t ever have to do anything. But if you have something that you want to pass, you’re better off not having your chief of staff send out a tweet in the manner in which that was sent out. Totally inappropriate.”

By now she wasn’t bothering to mask her ire. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she railed.

Nancy Pelosi didn’t fault AOC and the Squad for being passionate about issues, or for pushing their causes as hard as they could. But she had little use for those who weren’t “operational,” a word that was the highest praise she could give a fellow politician. That meant being willing and able to turn aspirations into reality, a process that nearly always entailed cutting a deal, making a compromise, playing the long game.

“Nancy doesn’t have much patience for people who don’t know what they don’t know,” a senior congressional Democrat close to Pelosi told me when I asked what the Speaker thought of AOC.

Two weeks later, Ocasio-Cortez asked to meet with Pelosi. House colleagues saw it as an effort by the congresswoman, just seven months in her job, to sue for peace. Some of the Squad had stewed that Pelosi was the one who should have asked for a meeting with them. It was a sign of her standing that she didn’t. She wasn’t the one who needed it.

The two women sat down for thirty minutes, one-on-one, in the Speaker’s office. Afterward, neither disclosed what was said. Pelosi tweeted a photo of them standing in front of an American flag, both smiling. “Today, Congresswoman @RepAOC and I sat down to discuss working together to meet the needs of our districts and our country, fairness in our economy and diversity in our country,” she wrote.

Later that day, reporters asked her about their exchange. “I would never say there was a hatchet” to bury, Pelosi replied. “We just had a meeting to clear the air.” (Political translation: She would never say there was a hatchet to bury. And, yes, they had buried it.)

A few days later, Ocasio-Cortez announced that Chakrabarti “had decided to leave the office.” Chakrabarti, the chief of staff who had posted those inflammatory tweets, moved to a progressive think tank, the New Consensus.

The furor wasn’t quite over. President Trump weighed in, stirring the pot and, in the process, doing Pelosi another favor by uniting Democrats against him.

“So interesting to see ‘Progressive’ Democrat Congresswomen, who originally came from countries whose governments are a complete and total catastrophe, the worst, most corrupt and inept anywhere in the world (if they even have a functioning government at all), now loudly… and viciously telling the people of the United States, how our government is to be run. Why don’t they go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came.”

Among those in the Squad, only Omar had been born outside the United States, in Somalia. Pressley was born in Cincinnati. Tlaib was born in Detroit. Ocasio-Cortez was born in the Bronx—just a subway ride from the Queens hospital where Trump was born.

“I’m sure that Nancy Pelosi would be very happy to quickly work out free travel arrangements!” Trump tweeted. The next day, another tweet: “If you hate our country, if you’re not happy here, you can leave.”

Two days later, at a Trump rally in North Carolina, the crowd chanted, “Send her back!”

That was enough to mend the Democratic split. Pelosi denounced his remarks as “xenophobic comments meant to divide our nation.” The House passed a resolution condemning the president’s comments as racist, the first such congressional censure of a president in more than a century. The vote was 240 to 187, mostly along party lines. Every Democrat voted in favor of it. Representative Dutch Ruppersberger, an old-school Democrat from Maryland, one who still wasn’t sure how to pronounce Omar’s name, recounted his conversation with her. “I said, ‘Look, you don’t know me; we’ve only met once or twice. But I can tell you this: I’m behind you 100 percent.’”
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Everyone understood that Nancy Pelosi’s relationship with Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez was wary. Their disputes were public. Fewer knew that her ties with Ilhan Omar were warm, and an example of how Pelosi painstakingly cultivated the loyalty of so many Democrats in her caucus. Their friendship was private.

Omar, a petite and possessed woman wearing a colorful hijab, sat down in her small congressional suite with me to describe their history, a story she had never before told a journalist.

The morning after the Somali-born refugee won the Democratic primary in Minnesota, Nancy Pelosi was among the first people to call with congratulations. Omar, then thirty-six years old and a member of the state legislature, had prevailed in a six-way primary, defeating a former Speaker of the Minnesota House and others. Her victory in November was all but assured, since Minnesota’s Fifth Congressional District, grounded in Minneapolis, was the most solidly blue district in the state.

“You’re going to win, so we’ll see you in November,” Pelosi told her in that call, on August 15, 2018. Omar took the opportunity to raise an issue that was troubling her. The House of Representatives had a ban on headgear, enacted in 1837, that would bar Omar from walking into the chamber wearing her hijab. “I’m a little worried what happens if we don’t win the majority,” she said. “Will they amend that for me? Would I be able to sit as a member of Congress?” Pelosi told her not to worry about it. She would fix it.

Pelosi began checking in every week or so—so often that when she called, aides would tell Omar teasingly, “Auntie Nancy’s calling.” Omar was still anxious about whether she would be allowed on the House floor if Republicans kept their majority and balked at changing the rule. Pelosi was “very gracious and extremely patient” about reassuring her, Omar told me. “She was like, ‘We’ll get it done.’” Pelosi had already discussed the issue with Representative Jim McGovern, the top Democrat on the House Rules Committee. She told her, “‘You earned your seat in Congress. We’ll make sure you sit,’ and I was like, ‘Okay, all right.’ But then I would still ask every time she called.”

True to her word, Pelosi and McGovern made sure she had no problem wearing her hijab for the swearing-in. Then the new Congress voted to amend the rule to allow religious head coverings, a measure cosponsored by Pelosi and McGovern—and Omar.

That turned out to be uncontroversial, but Omar quickly sparked a firestorm with comments that critics said played into anti-Semitic tropes. When House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy threatened to punish Omar and another congresswoman for being critical of Israel, she tweeted, “It’s all about the Benjamins baby,” a line about hundred-dollar bills from a Puff Daddy song. That created an uproar among Democrats, outraged by the suggestion that Israel’s supporters were motivated by money rather than principle.

Behind the scenes, Pelosi and Omar were talking. “We had a conversation about what was happening here and the conversations she was having with people and everyone who had expressed concern to her,” Omar told me. But Pelosi didn’t issue orders or tell Omar what she had to do. She was respectful. “She wasn’t depriving me of the agency of being able to understand the gravity of whatever was happening. I had gotten here, and I should know what it means to be here and the context in which this was taking place.”

The top five House Democratic leaders, including Pelosi, officially called on Omar to apologize, saying her comments had been “deeply offensive.” Omar issued a written statement saying she wanted to “unequivocally apologize.” She said she didn’t mean to offend “my constituents or Jewish Americans as a whole.” She sat down privately with one of her sharpest critics, New York representative Nita Lowey, in a meeting arranged by Pelosi.

A few months later, there was a new furor—this time over the vote by the four members of the Squad against the immigration compromise Pelosi was supporting. The next day, Pelosi called Omar. Her staffers assumed it was to take issue with the vote. Omar braced for a difficult conversation. But Pelosi didn’t even mention it.

“She was like, ‘What are you doing on this date? We’re going to Ghana. Do you want to come?’” Pelosi was leading a congressional delegation to mark the four hundredth anniversary of the opening of the slave trade to America. There was one seat in the delegation for a freshman member. Nine freshmen were members of the Congressional Black Caucus, and all of them presumably would have been eager to go. “I was like, ‘I’d be honored to go to Ghana.’”

The trip happened to take place two weeks after Trump supporters had chanted “Send her back!” at the president’s rally.

“They said ‘send her back’ but Speaker @SpeakerPelosi didn’t just make arrangements to send me back, she went back with me,” Omar tweeted. She posted a pair of photos that showed them together at the Door of No Return, part of a museum and memorial on Gorée Island off Senegal. It is said to memorialize the final exit point of enslaved Africans. “So grateful for the honor to return to Mother Africa with the @TheBlackCaucus and commemorate The Year of Return!” The two women were holding hands.
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By the end of the year, Pelosi had set a record for keeping her caucus together, despite its ideological differences. The iron fist in the Gucci glove had managed to hold together a diverse group of politicians who ranged from the thirty-one members representing districts won by Trump to the four progressives in the Squad who weren’t afraid to be called Democratic socialists.

Democrats recorded the highest level of party unity since CQ Roll Call began tracking it in 1956. The average Democratic representative voted with the party on 95 percent of the votes that divided most Democrats from most Republicans. There was only a modest difference between Democrats in districts Trump won (92.6 percent loyal) and the four members of the Squad (97.5 percent loyal).

When Omar and Tlaib faced primary challenges of their own in 2020, they turned to Pelosi for help. Pelosi had a policy of backing Democratic incumbents. That had been true of Joe Crowley in 2018, and it was true of the Squad two years later. Tlaib’s challenger, Detroit City Council president Brenda Jones, had distributed a flyer that showed her standing next to Pelosi, implying an endorsement. At Tlaib’s request, Pelosi then made an explicit endorsement of Tlaib, praising her as “a tireless advocate” and a fighter for her district. In the Minnesota race, Pelosi recorded a video endorsing Omar over challenger Antone Melton-Meaux.

This time, both Tlaib and Omar stressed to reporters how close they were to Pelosi. Both won their primaries.

Meanwhile, Ocasio-Cortez fortified her standing as a leader of impatient young progressives. In April 2020, AOC argued against the $484 billion package addressing the coronavirus pandemic, saying it was too generous to corporations and not generous enough to individuals, small businesses, and local governments. She said some of her colleagues had agreed with her, but in the end she was the only Democrat to cast a vote against the bill.

By now, she recognized the cost that could carry. “When you cast those lonely votes, you feel like your colleagues respect you less, and that you are choosing to marginalize yourself,” she told Mark Leibovich of the New York Times. She mentioned the “powerful psychology of the House floor.”

A month later, when she was asked if she would support Pelosi for Speaker again, she equivocated—yes, but. “Well, you know, that’s always subject to continuing dynamics,” she said. “But I support her. Yes. Maybe? If she wants it. She’s also already indicated that she may or may not run again.” (Actually, Pelosi’s spokesman immediately confirmed that she planned to run again.)

Some House Democratic colleagues viewed Ocasio-Cortez as the Bernie Sanders of her generation—that is, a leader in the progressive movement, a charismatic figure, but not a legislator who would be able to build the sort of coalitions necessary to get much done in Congress. In the 2020 Democratic primaries, AOC was a prominent supporter and surrogate speaker for Sanders, the self-described democratic socialist from Vermont who proved to be the strongest challenger to former vice president Joe Biden for the nomination. In January, when she had been asked by New York magazine what her role would be as a member of Congress during a Biden presidency, she had groaned and replied, “In any other country, Joe Biden and I would not be in the same party, but in America, we are.”

By April, though, after Sanders suspended his campaign and Biden emerged as the party’s presumptive nominee, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez fell in line. In a livestream discussion with the rapper Fat Joe on Instagram, she announced, “In November, I’m going to be voting for Joe Biden.”

Why?

“It’s either going to be Donald Trump or Joe Biden that will be elected president in November, and we have to live in the reality of that—of those choices,” AOC said. In other words, better something than nothing. It was a statement of political realism that sounded something like, well, Nancy Pelosi.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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“YOU HAVE COME INTO MY WHEELHOUSE”

September 18, 2019—The U.S. Capitol

Some Democrats began calling for Donald Trump’s impeachment before he had been sworn in to office.

During his inauguration on January 20, 2017, two liberal groups launched a website with a descriptive name: ImpeachDonaldTrumpNow.org. The Women’s March the next day featured signs that demanded “Impeach and Replace,” a play on the Republican slogan to “Repeal and Replace” the Affordable Care Act. In July, Democratic representatives Brad Sherman of California and Al Green of Texas filed an article of impeachment charging Trump with obstruction of justice, though the Republican-controlled House ignored it. In October, billionaire activist Tom Steyer began airing millions of dollars’ worth of ads in a “Need to Impeach” initiative, a campaign Pelosi didn’t see as helpful.

When Rashida Tlaib, a former member of the Michigan House, announced in 2018 that she would seek a seat in Congress, she was explicit about her motivation. “Why am I running?” she said. “Because this is about electing the jury to impeach and I will make a heck of [a] juror.” On the day she was sworn in to office, Tlaib assured a cheering crowd of supporters, “We’re going to impeach the motherfucker!”

Those were not the words Nancy Pelosi would have used, on this or any other occasion, but she declined to take public offense. “I don’t like that language; I wouldn’t use that language, but I wouldn’t establish language standards for my colleagues,” she said mildly when asked about Tlaib’s remarks the next morning. Besides, she added, the words were “nothing worse than the president has said.”

For many Democrats, there was no shortage of reasons why President Trump deserved to be impeached. Some accused him of obstruction of justice when he fired FBI director James Comey and tried to influence witnesses during the Russia probe led by special counsel Robert Mueller. They called Trump’s hard-line immigration policies, including his treatment of migrant children at the border, morally repugnant and fundamentally un-American. They argued he had violated the emoluments clause of the Constitution by profiting from his presidency; visiting officials and Washington lobbyists had suddenly found it appealing to patronize the pricey Trump International Hotel.

To Pelosi, none of those reasons were justification enough. She thought President Bill Clinton’s impeachment in 1998 in the Monica Lewinsky scandal had been ridiculous. She had been the leader of House Democrats when liberal activists agitated to impeach President George W. Bush for misleading the nation into a costly war in Iraq. She refused to entertain the idea, even though she had led opposition to the war, and even though antiwar sentiment had propelled Democrats to a majority and put her in the Speaker’s chair.

She saw impeachment as the most extreme of remedies, one that should be reserved for the rarest of circumstances. It had been seriously considered only three times. Two of those—against Andrew Johnson and Bill Clinton—didn’t stand up well to the scrutiny of history. (In the third case, Richard Nixon resigned in the face of his all but certain impeachment by the House and conviction in the Senate in the Watergate scandal.) She wanted Trump out of office as much as anyone, but she doubted that a Senate controlled by Republicans, a party that had been recast in his image, would ever vote to remove him.

In her view, the better route was to toughen congressional oversight while Trump was in office, then defeat him for reelection. That fit her philosophical view of the constitutional order, and it also happened to align with her pragmatic assessment of the politics involved. During Clinton’s impeachment, the Republicans pursuing it were the ones who paid a price in the next election.

“Impeachment is so divisive to the country that unless there’s something so compelling and overwhelming and bipartisan, I don’t think we should go down that path because it divides the country,” she said in an interview in March, a message intended for the country and her caucus. Then she punched her next six words for emphasis: “And. He’s. Just. Not. Worth. It.”

For his first two years in office, Trump enjoyed the happy circumstance of having fellow Republicans in control of the House and the Senate. They showed almost no appetite for challenging the president or his administration, and legislative rules made it all but impossible for Democrats to launch investigations, summon witnesses, and subpoena documents while they were in the minority.

All that instantly changed when Democrats won control of the House in the 2018 midterm elections. The question was no longer whether congressional committees would investigate Trump and his administration. It was how many investigations could be pursued at once, and which ones would take priority. A half dozen House panels launched inquiries into allegations against the president, his family, his business, his administration’s agencies and their actions. Pelosi arbitrated turf disputes among committees and made the final call on which cases were taken to court. Lawsuits were filed seeking to obtain Trump’s tax returns, to force the administration to honor subpoenas, to block a question about citizenship on the 2020 Census.

When it came to impeachment, though, Pelosi and just about everyone else was waiting for the report from Mueller and his investigation into Moscow’s meddling in the 2016 presidential election, the election that had put Trump in power.
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Nancy Pelosi was at a bowling alley in San Francisco when Attorney General William Barr’s summary of the Mueller report was released in March. As Robert Costa of the Washington Post would report, she was sporting a pink plastic lei at a birthday party for her granddaughter Bella when she heard the news. With the sound of bowling pins clacking and children playing in the background, she made a series of calls to key committee chairs.

Stay calm, she told them. Let’s wait to see the full report.

Barr issued a four-page summary of the 448-page document and declared that the president had been cleared of any crime. When a more complete text was released weeks later, Barr’s summation would be criticized for skewing its conclusions and soft-pedaling its findings on Trump. For now, though, his account was the only one available; the fuller report wouldn’t be released until April. That delay enabled Barr’s version to take hold and Trump to declare that the whole inquiry had been proven to be a partisan witch hunt and a hoax.

The special counsel investigated whether Russia had interfered in the 2016 election to help Trump—the inquiry found solid evidence of that—and whether Trump’s team had colluded with the effort. That was a murkier question. The report listed ten instances of possible obstruction of justice by the president. The prosecutors didn’t indict him for wrongdoing, something Justice Department policy said they couldn’t do, but they also made a point of saying that he hadn’t been cleared. “While this report does not conclude that the President committed a crime,” it said, “it also does not exonerate him.”

That wasn’t exactly a clean bill of health for Trump, or proof of a hoax against him. Even so, there was a sigh of relief from the White House when the Mueller report didn’t find a smoking gun that had the president’s fingerprints on it.

Pelosi remained unconvinced that impeachment was the right course, but unrest among House Democrats was rising. It was increasingly difficult to hold together a caucus that included both moderates from purple districts where Trump had supporters and progressives from blue districts where he was viewed as something close to Satan. In August, during a conference call with House Democrats, she made a rare admission of the stress she was feeling. She told her colleagues that she had started wearing a mouth guard at night because she couldn’t stop grinding her teeth in her sleep “about what’s going on in the White House.”

Home in San Francisco that month, a dinner in her honor hosted by the San Francisco Democratic Party was disrupted by hecklers who unfurled a banner that read TIME TO IMPEACH. But she refused to even say the word when she regained the microphone. In Washington, news organizations and activist groups kept rolling counts of the number of House Democrats who had announced their support for impeachment. She followed the count—just about every Democratic member gave her a heads-up before they announced their support for impeachment—but she told a confidante that the numbers didn’t matter, no matter how high they rose.

“If I’m the only one who’s against impeachment,” she said privately, “we’re not impeaching.”

Mueller was finally called before Congress. His sometimes halting testimony wasn’t the tour de force Democrats had been hoping for, the bravura performance that might somehow galvanize public opinion and shake Republican support for the president.

When Mueller’s testimony ended on July 24, there were those in both camps who concluded that the opening for impeachment had just slipped away.
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By September, Pelosi had been pushed just about far enough.

Cut it out, she told a closed-door meeting of House Democrats, a message directed in part at Judiciary chairman Jerry Nadler. The veteran New York congressman was publicly opining that the House was already in impeachment proceedings of Donald Trump for a myriad of offenses—allegations of obstruction of justice and collusion with Russia among them—even as the Speaker was refusing to repeat the I-word at news conferences. He wanted action; she counseled caution.

Democrats didn’t have the votes to pass articles of impeachment in the House, Pelosi declared flatly. “And you can feel free to leak this,” she announced to the group, a sign of her ire and a deliberate indiscretion. Someone in the room did leak it, of course, as she surely knew they would.

Since Democrats regained control of the House, she had been navigating a fine line between liberals from places like New York’s Upper West Side who were all for removing the president from office and moderates from the heartland who feared making that historic step could cost them reelection. (Pelosi’s team suspected Nadler’s appetite for impeachment was being fueled by politics of the most personal sort, by a primary challenge from a young progressive who was accusing him of being too timid in challenging Pelosi and tackling Trump.)

Pelosi knew that her majority depended on Democrats representing swing districts in the suburbs, places that weren’t reliably Democratic. Many of the independent and Republican voters didn’t appreciate Trump’s tweets, but they were more concerned about bread-and-butter issues that affected their own lives. She saw the president as a peril to the nation, but she knew that he commanded support in the Republican-controlled Senate and among most Republican voters.

She and Nadler had been at odds for months. When the Mueller report was released in April, he had called impeachment “one possibility” at a time Pelosi was trying to tamp down that sort of talk. Her mantra: “Legislate, investigate, litigate.” The word “impeach” wasn’t on that list. In May, Nadler and some other senior members of the Judiciary Committee urged Pelosi to allow them to open a formal impeachment inquiry. She refused.

The Politico story with the provocative headline—“‘Feel Free to Leak This’”—was posted before dawn on a day that would turn out to be pivotal, on Wednesday, September 18.

That was the morning after a disastrous hearing by the House Judiciary Committee, convened by Nadler. For his critics—including some moderate Democrats—it proved Pelosi’s conclusion that he wasn’t the right person to lead whatever was going to happen on impeachment.

Former Trump campaign manager Corey Lewandowski had been called to testify, the first witness in the committee’s impeachment investigation. He appeared before the panel but refused to answer their questions. His insolent, baiting manner made the panel’s Democrats look ineffective and, even worse in politics, foolish. “A fiasco,” Democratic congressman John Yarmuth of Kentucky groaned.




[image: image]







At the end of the same day, just before 9 p.m., another provocative story was published.

The Washington Post reported on a standoff between the U.S. intelligence community and Congress. The dispute involved President Trump’s communications with an unidentified foreign leader, an exchange that apparently had been so troubling it prompted an intelligence official to file a formal whistleblower complaint with the inspector general. The House Intelligence Committee wanted to see the complaint. The administration was refusing to share it.

It was the first of seven crucial days in September.

New details began to dribble out, leak by leak. By Sunday, in a shouted question-and-answer exchange with reporters on the South Lawn as he headed to board Marine One, President Trump almost off-handedly confirmed them.

Yes, he had raised corruption accusations against former vice president Joe Biden, his potential 2020 Democratic opponent, in a telephone call with the president of Ukraine. Trump’s language was convoluted, but his revelation was remarkable. “The conversation I had was largely congratulatory, with largely corruption, all of the corruption taking place and largely the fact that we don’t want our people like Vice President Biden and his son creating to the corruption already in Ukraine,” he said. (He presumably meant contributing to the corruption.)

The date of the phone call, July 25, was notable. Trump had placed the call to the president of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelensky, on the morning after Mueller finished testifying before Congress and as the prospect of impeachment seemed to fade. Did he now feel empowered to demand whatever he wanted? He already had ordered his staff to freeze more than $391 million in military aid to Ukraine that Congress had approved. Now he told Zelensky that he was asking for “a favor, though.” He wanted the new Ukrainian leader to announce a corruption investigation of Biden and Biden’s son Hunter—a quid pro quo for releasing the military aid Ukraine needed in its conflict with Russia.

For Pelosi, disclosure of the conversation was a turning point. “If the Administration persists in blocking this whistleblower from disclosing to Congress a serious possible breach of constitutional duties by the President, they will be entering a grave new chapter of lawlessness which will take us into a whole new stage of investigation,” she wrote in a “Dear Colleague” letter to members of the House.

Six days later, she announced impeachment hearings. The timetable was going to be fast. They would begin in just seven weeks.
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Nancy Pelosi almost never started fights that she wasn’t confident she could win. That was one of her cardinal rules for the projection of power. She had followed it back to the days when she was a junior member of Congress and a leader on HIV/AIDS issues, resisting activists who wanted her to push funding proposals or regulatory changes that didn’t have a chance of passing. She would demand: Why show them your weakness? Don’t expose the fact that you don’t have strength behind you, until you do. She generally had a low regard for symbolic gestures. Once she became Speaker of the House, she almost never scheduled votes unless she knew she had a majority in hand. She would roll her eyes when Republican Speakers John Boehner and Paul Ryan would bring up bills for a vote without being sure they would pass, risking humiliation at the hands of the Tea Party and the Freedom Caucus.

Now, though, she moved from blocking impeachment to launching it even though it was still a battle she was all but guaranteed to lose. The issue wasn’t whether the House could approve articles of impeachment. It was what would happen after that. She still saw no realistic prospect that the Republican-controlled Senate would vote to convict the president. She wondered whether even a single GOP senator would dare to break ranks to vote against him.

The odds of ousting Trump from the Oval Office were infinitesimally small. Only two presidents in history had been impeached by the House, and neither of them were removed from office as a result. The pursuit of a doomed, time-consuming impeachment process might well turn out to be politically damaging to Democrats. Assuming Trump was acquitted by the Senate, all but a certainty, he might even claim vindication.

But all that was no longer the question, Pelosi told me. In this case, Trump’s offense was so serious, so damaging to democracy, that she said he had left her with no other choice but to try.

Pelosi’s critics in the White House and the GOP scoffed at that explanation, calling it a ruse. They had long impugned her sincerity during the months she had resisted calls for impeachment; now they argued that their suspicions had been proven right. Senior Republicans asserted she knew from the start that impeachment was inevitable, for one cause or another, because that’s where the energy of the Democratic left was. “They always had this prewritten timetable from the day they got sworn in,” said House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy of California. “That was their goal from the beginning.” In his view, it had never been a question of whether the Democratic-controlled House would impeach Trump. It was simply a matter of when and why.

Even the most reluctant House Democrats began to endorse an impeachment inquiry. On that Sunday, September 22, seven freshmen members with military and intelligence backgrounds, all from districts they had flipped from the GOP, began drafting a joint op-ed for the Washington Post supporting impeachment. On Monday, the group held a quick conference call with Pelosi, who was in New York for an event marking the opening of the UN General Assembly, to give her a heads-up. In the space of five days, eighty-six House Democrats would join the ranks of those supporting impeachment. Only eleven remained uncommitted.

On the flight back to Washington Reagan Airport from LaGuardia, Pelosi began to draft her own remarks for the next day. A CNN reporter happened to be on the same flight, a colleague reported. He could see her reading the op-ed. “It’s good,” she told him. “We have to make the case to the American people.” She began writing out remarks of her own. In the morning, she couldn’t find her handwritten notes and thought perhaps she had left them on the plane, a loss to history. But in the afternoon, she found them, stuffed in a stack of other papers. She passed them on to the speechwriter who was drafting her announcement.

“The president must be held accountable,” she had written. “No one is above the law.”

Trump made one last effort to forestall what seemed increasingly inevitable. On Tuesday morning, while Pelosi was still at her Georgetown penthouse, her assistant called. The White House was on the line. When Trump was patched through, he told her he wanted to discuss gun violence legislation, a Democratic priority. She was skeptical that was really what was on his mind. Indeed, he quickly changed the topic to the whistleblower complaint. Trump said it wasn’t his fault that it hadn’t been sent to Congress, and he defended his phone call with the Ukrainian president. Their conversation had been “one hundred percent perfect,” he insisted. And he noted the likely politics: “The Senate will never convict.”

Pelosi was a veteran of the Intelligence Committee; she often bragged that she had served on it longer than any other member in history. She had helped write the law that protected whistleblowers in the intelligence community. Its provisions were clear, she told Trump during their conversation, which lasted twenty-two minutes and left neither of them satisfied. The administration was required to send the House Intelligence Committee the complaint, she said. He refused to commit to doing that.

“Mr. President, you have come into my wheelhouse,” she warned him.

Late that afternoon, Pelosi stood alone in front of a phalanx of American flags in a hallway outside the Speaker’s office in the Capitol. She had just completed a series of private meetings, first with committee chairs, then with her leadership team, then with all House Democrats. The seal of the House of Representatives was on the front of the lectern. In a sign of the gravity of the occasion, of the need to get every word right, she read her remarks off a teleprompter.

“The actions taken to date by the president have seriously violated the Constitution,” she said, declaring he must be held accountable, that no one was above the law. She quoted Thomas Paine from the days of the American Revolution: “The times have found us today.”

Trump had spoken to the UN General Assembly earlier in the day but had returned to Trump Tower just before Pelosi announced her decision. Within minutes after she spoke, he responded on Twitter, in two words, every letter capitalized for emphasis.

“PRESIDENTIAL HARASSMENT!”

On that day, the already fraught relationship between the president and the Speaker shattered. It would never be mended, not even by the historic crises that followed, by the deadly COVID-19 pandemic or by the eruption of nationwide demonstrations protesting racism. Pelosi would no longer protect Trump from impeachment, as she had been doing since the start of his tenure. He would no longer see her as a fellow dealmaker in a relatively respectful relationship that had perplexed much of Washington. She would become the same enemy as the other Democrats he routinely derided; indeed, he would increasingly label her “Crazy Nancy” and suggest she was a drunk or mentally unstable.

The next time they met, at a White House meeting in October to discuss the deteriorating situation in northern Syria, tempers would explode. The two began to trade barbs over Russia’s role in the region, according to sources who were in the room. “With you, all roads lead to Putin,” Pelosi said.

“You’re just a politician,” Trump shot back.

“Sometimes I wish you were,” Pelosi countered.

At that point, Trump called her “a third-grade politician” (according to her account of the meeting) or “a third-rate politician” (according to the White House account of the meeting). “This is not useful,” Hoyer, seated to Pelosi’s left, said quietly to her. She stood and led a walkout by the Democratic congressional leaders. It was an extraordinary moment. No one could remember something like this happening before.

“Steny, I know you agree with me,” Trump said as they were leaving the Cabinet Room, a comment Hoyer said he didn’t hear but was told about later. “If I had responded, I would have turned to him and said, ‘If she’s a third-rate politician, I am a fifth-rate politician and you are not rated,’” Hoyer told me.

After that combustion, the president and the Speaker stopped talking altogether. That evening, Trump posted an official White House photo that showed Pelosi standing up across from him, jabbing her finger in his direction. “Nervous Nancy’s unhinged meltdown,” he captioned it. Pelosi’s defenders didn’t think it made her look unhinged. They thought it made her look heroic. She made it the banner on her Twitter account, and the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee sent out glossy copies of the photo in fund-raising appeals.

For prospective donors, she inscribed the picture in her distinctive looping handwriting. “I’ll never back down to the bullies,” she wrote.
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On the day House impeachment hearings began—on November 13, 2019—Nancy Pelosi seemed remarkably calm. She was keeping an eye on the proceedings, televised from spacious quarters that the House Intelligence Committee had borrowed from the Ways and Means Committee. But she was also tracking legislation on the House floor and monitoring discussions about legislation to lower the cost of prescription drugs, to extend legal protections to the young undocumented immigrants known as Dreamers, to restore provisions of the Voting Rights Act. She had a meeting on a perennial topic, a possible infrastructure bill.

“In other words, it all goes on,” she told me in an interview in her office that afternoon.

Still, it was hardly just another day. She hadn’t been eager to pursue impeachment proceedings, I said. How did she feel about where things were now? “Oh, I think right now the truth is setting us free,” she said. The crucial decision had been made. Other players would now take center stage, at least in public. The die had been cast, and she was never much for second-guessing.

That said, there were risks, and the blame or credit for whatever happened next—and whatever impact it would have on the election almost exactly a year away—would fall on her. Unbidden, she began running through her thought process that led to this moment, going back through the months. She was defending the course she had followed, for my benefit and perhaps her own.

The question wasn’t only whether Trump was guilty of impeachable offenses; it was also whether proceeding was worth what it would cost the nation, she said. She had been “weighing the equities of having impeachment and how divisive is that for the country, because we have a responsibility to try to keep the country together.”

Then, she said, “along came the call,” the July 25 phone conversation between Trump and the Ukrainian president. She found the exchange both shocking and unsurprising—a common juxtaposition for her in the era of Trump. He had disregarded the integrity of U.S. elections by encouraging foreign interference, she said, and undermined national security in refusing to send the military aid to Ukraine that Congress had approved. He had violated his oath of office.

“You give us no choice, Mr. President,” she declared, directing her words at the absent Trump, and at the world. “You have produced the smoking gun.”

What if the conventional wisdom was right, that the House would vote to impeach Trump, then the Senate would vote to acquit him? Would the whole exercise have been worth doing?

“Of course,” she replied, as though the question was preposterous. “What are we supposed to do? Not honor our oath of office because of the cowardice on the part of the Republicans and the United States Senate?…

“Shame on them,” she said.
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Like all Speakers, Nancy Pelosi played favorites. She rewarded those she judged as competent and loyal. At times, she punished those she didn’t.

She had been a mentor to Adam Schiff since he was one of five Democratic challengers who flipped Republican-held seats in California in 2000, an electoral sweep of the state she had helped orchestrate. The former federal prosecutor had ousted a Republican incumbent who, coincidentally, had gained fame by serving as a House impeachment manager in the Senate trial of Bill Clinton.

In 2006, Pelosi awarded Schiff a prized assignment on the Appropriations Committee, literally where the money was in Congress, and then to his surprise two years later also offered him a spot on the Intelligence Committee, another sign of respect. After Democrats won control of the House in 2018, Pelosi supported Schiff as chairman of the Intelligence Committee, guaranteeing him an influential perch on national security issues as well as a regular presence on television news shows.

The Judiciary Committee typically would have taken the lead on impeaching the president. That was a role in the limelight that its chairman, Jerry Nadler, wanted to have. In June, he had pressed Pelosi to streamline the Trump probes within his committee; she rejected the idea. In public, she was invariably respectful to him, as she was to other committee chairs. But Nadler wasn’t part of her inner circle, one of the lieutenants she trusted and respected most, and he didn’t have the crisp command of his committee that she valued. In September, when impeachment became a reality, she moved quietly to make it clear his spot would be secondary. The demotion was discreet and executed behind closed doors, and Nadler told me he understood the reasoning and agreed that the Ukraine controversy fell into the Intelligence Committee’s domain. But his disappointment was hard to hide, and no one on Capitol Hill missed the message.

Pelosi trusted Schiff. He would take the lead.

Pelosi remained strategist and arbiter. She reviewed opening statements and reports before they were issued, sometimes tweaking a phrase or catching a typo. Even during an official trip to Israel and Poland, she would return to her hotel room at the end of the day and watch the proceedings on TV. “We were watching it in the middle of the night there,” she told me. She managed to keep up by following what she joked was “the no-sleep formula” of life.

She was in Washington on the day the Judiciary Committee had planned to vote on articles of impeachment. Nadler found himself in a squeeze. Republicans on the committee were engaging in delaying tactics that were pushing the vote later and later; Nadler was concerned that would enable them to accuse the committee of voting in the dead of night, as though they had something to hide. But if he cut off debate, they could accuse him of being arbitrary and undemocratic.

“She must have been watching on television because [when] we took a five-minute break, I forget for what purpose, I got a call from her,” Nadler told me. Pelosi suggested that he allow the debate to continue as long as Republicans wanted, but when they concluded, simply gavel the hearing to a close and announce that the vote would be held in the morning.

It was nearly midnight when he surprised the rest of the committee by doing just that, declaring that the final vote would be at 10 a.m. the following morning and abruptly gaveling the marathon fourteen-hour session to an end. “It just completely frustrated the Republican plan to have a major talking point,” Nadler said.

“That would not have been our plan going in,” Pelosi told me. “But when they were not being serious about it, then we thought, we’ll just do that in the next day.”

Republicans were blindsided and enraged. “The most bush-league stunt I have ever seen in my entire life,” railed Representative Doug Collins of Georgia, the committee’s top Republican, calling it a “kangaroo court.” But there was nothing he could do about it.

Pelosi insisted on a narrow probe with an understandable narrative. That was the biggest dispute among Democrats. In October, three committees deposed witnesses behind closed doors—the Intelligence Committee, the Foreign Affairs Committee, and the Oversight Committee. In November, the Intelligence Committee held televised public hearings. In early December, the Judiciary Committee prepared to open its public hearings. Pelosi wanted to have a final vote on the House floor before the holiday recess.

During the first week of December, Pelosi summoned the chairs of six key committees to her conference room for a strategy session. Nadler argued for drawing up three articles of impeachment. There would be charges of abuse of power and obstruction of Congress in connection with the Ukraine episode. He also proposed an additional article charging obstruction of justice for Trump’s efforts to undermine the Mueller probe. Three other committee chairs reportedly agreed with him: Eliot Engel of Foreign Affairs, Carolyn Maloney of Oversight, and Maxine Waters of Financial Services.

While Nadler had the numbers, though, this wasn’t a democracy. Schiff and Richard Neal, chair of the Ways and Means Committee, wanted a sharp focus on Ukraine, the controversy that had united Democrats behind tackling impeachment. That was also the message the Speaker was hearing from the Frontliners, the Democrats from swing districts.

Pelosi sided with them.

When she presided on the House floor on December 18, there were two articles of impeachment, for abuse of power and obstruction of Congress. She dressed in black and spoke in somber tones. When a few members clapped after the first article of impeachment passed, she shushed them with a mother’s glare and a slash of her hand.

The first article, charging abuse of power, passed 230–197. The second, charging obstruction of justice, passed 229–198. The vote was almost entirely along party lines. That was no surprise.

This was a surprise: After the vote, Pelosi signaled that she was going to wait and see what trial rules the Senate set before sending the articles of impeachment to the other side of the Capitol. Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell hadn’t outlined how he planned to proceed, she noted, and until he did so she couldn’t be expected to decide who the appropriate House impeachment managers would be. Some critics told me this was a stumble, that she simply hadn’t fully understood how things were supposed to unfold.

But Maryland senator Chris Van Hollen, a close ally of Pelosi when he had served in the House, told me it was deliberate and strategic. Before the House impeachment vote, he had called her and suggested the idea. “My formulation was, let’s use this time to focus attention where it needs to be, which is whether or not the Senate’s going to conduct a fair trial,” Van Hollen said. He also met with Schiff to discuss the strategy.

McConnell was annoyed. Trump was enraged. He labeled her “Crazy Nancy” and “Nervous Nancy.” The tactic slowed the schedule of the trial. In the interim, additional damaging news came to light. For one thing, the New York Times reported that John Bolton, Trump’s former national security adviser, had confirmed in his not-yet-published book that Trump conditioned military aid to Ukraine on an announcement by President Zelensky of a Biden investigation. (When Bolton’s book was published in June 2020, it did make those allegations.)

Finally, on January 15, Pelosi held the formal vote in the House. Whatever the Senate decided, she said, Trump could do nothing to erase this stain on his presidency. He would be “impeached for life.” The articles of impeachment were officially adopted, 228 to 193. The seven impeachment managers marched them across the Capitol to the Senate. They were delivered to Iowa senator Chuck Grassley, the Senate president pro tempore.

The trial would begin in earnest the next week.
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Nancy Pelosi selected the House impeachment managers the way the George Clooney character put together his crew for the heist in Ocean’s Eleven. In the 2001 movie, he recruited one expert on electronics and another in explosives, a pickpocket and a con man, two mechanics and an acrobat. The precise mix of skills that would be required for the task at hand.

That was how Pelosi described her deliberations for this team. “Everybody wanted to be on it, and everybody has something that they bring to the table, so what is it that we need?” she told me. “Who had national security experience, because this is a national security issue; we’re in the intelligence community. Who had prosecutorial experience? Who was comfortable in a courtroom?” That last point had been impressed on her by her daughter Christine, a former city prosecutor.

Once again, she put Adam Schiff in charge. In private, she had taken to calling him “the General.” He had been in near-constant communication with Pelosi during the hearings, the drawing up of articles of impeachment, the debate on the House floor. “I think from the very beginning of these conversations, the Speaker made it apparent that she wanted me to lead the effort,” Schiff told me. About the time of the House vote, she made the request formal: “Would I want to take on that responsibility?”

“If that’s what you would like me to do, then of course I would do it,” he replied.

Pelosi’s appointments gave her imprimatur to potential leaders in the House for the next generation. “It seemed to me to be a real signal about her vision of the party, post-Pelosi,” congressional scholar Cindy Simon Rosenthal told me. The group included two members of the Democratic leadership team who were often mentioned as potential successors to her, Schiff and Hakeem Jeffries of New York. Val Demings of Florida, the former police chief of Orlando, was in her second term in the House; the prominence she gained during the impeachment process would put her on Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden’s short list of potential running mates a few months later. Two of the impeachment managers, Jason Crow of Colorado and Sylvia Garcia of Texas, were freshmen.

It was a prize assignment, a chance to participate in history, and to make a name. After one Democratic Caucus meeting, Schiff stayed behind to talk with Pelosi. “Do you see those seats?” she asked him, pointing to more than two hundred empty chairs in the room. “Everyone sitting in them wants to be a manager.”

But she wasn’t looking for volunteers. None of those who lobbied for the assignment, circulating letters and cornering her on the House floor, made the cut. While she discussed the possibilities with Schiff and others, no one doubted she alone would make the final call. She worked in such secrecy that those chosen didn’t know who else was going to be in the group until they gathered in her office a half hour before their names were announced.

Not even the second- and third-ranking Democratic leaders knew. The last thing she did as she prepared to leave her office to announce the names was to call Steny Hoyer and Jim Clyburn to inform them.

That morning, Hakeem Jeffries and Jason Crow found themselves riding up the same Capitol elevator and getting off on the second floor. “So, going up to the Speaker’s office, Hakeem?” Crow asked him. “Yeah,” he replied, a confirmation in code. Once they were in the conference room, the scene struck Crow as something out of a reality-TV show. “Val comes in, then Zoe [Lofgren] comes in, then Jerry comes in, and it was just like ‘the reveal’ as every person walks in and we see who’s part of the team for the first time.”

Crow was the biggest surprise. He was the only impeachment manager who didn’t serve on either the Intelligence or Judiciary committees. He was a freshman. He hadn’t even voted for Pelosi as Speaker, saying it was time for a new leadership, though the two of them had developed a good relationship. But he was a lawyer and a former Army Ranger, a veteran of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. He had been one of the Democrats with a national security background who had flipped a Republican seat, and he had spoken out on the Ukraine controversy as a matter of national security. He was also a protégé of Schiff.

Pelosi called Crow to her office for a conversation that stretched to forty-five minutes; then she asked him to be part of the team.

Sylvia Garcia was another surprise. The assumption had been that Pelosi would include a Hispanic member of Congress; speculation centered on Texas representative Joaquin Castro, a member of the Intelligence Committee. But Garcia had been a municipal judge in Houston, and she was more fluent in Spanish than Castro was. During the impeachment trial, she would frequently make appearances on Spanish-language media.

Pelosi approached her at the end of a meeting on aid to Puerto Rico to discuss the possibility, Garcia told me. The following week, the day before the impeachment managers were announced, Pelosi called her out of a committee hearing to ask her to be one of them.

Val Demings, a member of both the Judiciary and Intelligence committees, had gained a reputation for asking sharp questions during the panels’ hearings, but she didn’t lobby for a spot as a manager. “I didn’t send her a message; I didn’t try to bump into her in the hall,” the Florida congresswoman told me. When she got a call to come to the Speaker’s office, she didn’t assume it was for something good. “Like getting a call to go to the principal’s office, right?” she said. Instead, Pelosi asked her to serve as a manager. She replied, “Yes, ma’am, okay, all right. Let’s go.”

Zoe Lofgren of California had been a staffer for the House Judiciary Committee during Richard Nixon’s impeachment inquiry and a member of the panel during Bill Clinton’s impeachment. Pelosi called her into her office to discuss that experience. The following week, Pelosi took her aside on the floor of the House. “Well, I think this is something you should consider,” Lofgren told me, relaying Pelosi’s words. She replied, “I really don’t need to do this,” noting the interest of others. Pelosi said, “Well, let me just put it this way. I’m asking you to do it.”

Jeffries, a rising member in the House Democratic leadership, had been an ally for Pelosi on the Judiciary Committee deliberations. She already had asked him to be part of a congressional delegation going to Israel and to Auschwitz to commemorate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the liberation of the Nazi concentration camp, a trip that would conflict with the trial. He assumed that meant she wasn’t considering him as a potential impeachment manager.

The day before the team was announced, she called him. “I know you were looking forward to going to Israel,” she told him, “but I need you on the floor of the United States Senate.”
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The Senate trial would hold few surprises. The House impeachment managers presented three days of opening arguments; the defense presented three days of rebuttal. The Republican majority rejected Democratic amendments to subpoena testimony and documents that the House inquiry had been unable to get. It was hard to see whether anyone in the Senate chamber or, indeed, across the country was changing their mind. In three weeks, from the ceremonial opening to the verdict, it would be over.

Adam Schiff was increasingly miserable. A week before the trial began, he had gotten a loose filling fixed, just to preempt a problem. But the pain he had been feeling got worse. On a weekend during the trial, his dentist refilled the tooth. That didn’t help, either. Schiff found himself alternating doses of Advil and Tylenol every few hours.

During one of the breaks, Hakeem Jeffries saw Schiff massaging his jaw, grimacing. “You know, Adam, this is like a championship game,” Jeffries told him, likening him to Michael Jordan playing sick in the 1997 NBA Finals. “You’re just going to play through the pain.”

Finally, on the Saturday before the closing arguments were delivered, Schiff had a root canal, and relief. “No one ever looked more forward to a root canal than I did,” he told me.

Before they delivered their closing arguments to the Senate, Nancy Pelosi called the seven House impeachment managers to a ceremonial room off the House floor. Staffers were asked to leave, the only time they remembered that happening. It was just the eight of them.

“She knew and we knew that the Senate was not going to convict,” Nadler told me. But she told them that wasn’t the test of whether they had succeeded.

“I just wanted to take a moment, prayerfully, to thank them for the dignity with which they conducted the proceedings,” Pelosi told me, describing the meeting. A Senate acquittal would not amount to a defeat, she told them. Their efforts would resonate in history. “I think students in school, law school or otherwise, will be studying what they put forth for a long time to come, because, again, it was worthy of our Constitution, and worthy of our Founders, and worthy of the sacrifice of our men and women in uniform to protect our democracy, and worthy of the aspiration of our children.”

“It was a very uplifting meeting,” Schiff told me. It reminded Sylvia Garcia of a TED Talk, bracing them for the final battle to follow. “She thought that we had really been able to get the message across about how important this was, and that it was not the politics, and it wasn’t the personality. That this really was about country.”
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In one of those cinematic coincidences of timing, President Trump delivered his annual State of the Union address in the House chamber less than twenty-four hours before the Senate, meeting on the other side of the Capitol, would vote on the articles of impeachment against him.

It would be a rare time that Donald Trump so enraged the disciplined Nancy Pelosi that she lost her temper at him in public.

The formal address to the Congress and the nation is steeped in tradition, from the House members designated to escort the president into the chamber to the representatives who grab early seats on the aisle for the telegenic opportunity of grabbing his hand as he makes his way in. But when Trump reached the dais this time, he handed Pelosi the traditional text of his speech in an embossed leather folder, then ignored her outstretched hand. She was skeptical of the explanation by White House officials later that he simply didn’t see it. “It looked like he refused to shake my hand,” she told me afterward.

They hadn’t spoken directly to each other for months, not since the White House meeting in October that ended with her standing up and walking out.

At the State of the Union, Pelosi immediately returned Trump’s snub, although it wasn’t clear if he realized it at the time. Speakers traditionally introduce the president following a script: “Members of Congress, I have the high privilege and distinct honor of presenting to you the president of the United States.” Instead, she said simply, “Members of Congress, the president of the United States.” No high privilege, no distinct honor to present this president, apparently. Not this time.

As soon as the president began to speak, Pelosi was scanning the speech text he had given her. “I’m a speed reader, so as soon as I got it, I was going through this,” she told me, mimicking the rapid turning of pages. “I knew what I was looking for.” There had been reports that Trump would announce initiatives to address the opioid crisis and other health care issues. When she chatted with Vice President Pence beforehand, she told him, “You know the most important issue in America’s household today is the cost of health care.” He replied, “Oh, you’re going to be very happy about what he says tonight.”

“Well, I certainly hope so,” she replied.

Pence was wrong. She wasn’t happy. Trump made no major announcement on the issue. In passing, he called for bipartisan legislation to reduce prescription drug prices, took credit for curbing the opioid epidemic, and denounced as “socialist” proposals for Medicare for All. Then he pivoted to praise “a special man” in the chamber who was fighting cancer, announcing that he was awarding the Presidential Medal of Freedom to Rush Limbaugh. The bombastic talk show host, revered in some conservative circles, was infamous for his inflammatory rhetoric on race relations, feminism, climate change, and more. She felt her temperature rising.

About a third of the way through the text, she wanted to make a notation on the page. “I thought, ‘This page is so full of lies, I want to be able to come back to it,’” she told me. But she couldn’t find anything to write with. “I should have probably had a pen in the drawer, but I didn’t have a pen right there,” she said. Instead, she made a tiny tear in the page, “just a little nidge,” so she could find the page full of assertions she wanted to dispute.

For want of a pen, as Benjamin Franklin might have put it, consequences would cascade.

She made a little tear in the next page to mark another assertion she saw as untrue. And the next. By the time he was halfway through the speech, it occurred to her that she might just as well tear the whole thing in half, but she wasn’t ready to decide that yet. “Then, as it went forward, it was so full of lies, so full of misrepresentations, untruths. It was like, ‘What?’” She could see the rage rising from House Democrats in the chamber, too. “My members were furious,” she said. “You could see steam coming out of the caucus.

“I’m not talking about the left wing; I’m talking about all the members,” she went on. “They were so offended. He used the Congress, the House chamber, as a reality-show set. And then he had no reality in his speech. People were just furious.”

Then Pelosi did something she almost never did. She could be furious in public, but her fury was typically cloaked in icy disdain or a clipped putdown. This time her rage wasn’t cloaked in anything. It would be the most public display of disrespect in modern times from the leader of one branch of government to another, delivered almost face-to-face.

Afterward, predictably, Trump’s fiercest critics would cheer her and his supporters would express outrage. But even some commentators friendly to her thought she had behaved unwisely this time, giving the opposition an opening to go after her, to make her the issue. Liberal columnist Ruth Marcus called it a mistake. “There is no out-Trumping Trump,” she wrote in the Washington Post the next day. “You only hurt yourself by descending to his level.” Freshman Democratic representative Ben McAdams, in a private conversation with Pelosi on the House floor the next day, told her he thought the gesture was “inappropriate” and “beneath us.”

Pelosi, not one for second thoughts, told me she had no regrets about what she did. She felt “liberated.” “I’m ever gracious and respectful of the office, if not the person,” she said. “I’m not about that in partisanship or something, but not telling the truth, that was just beyond. So I can’t really tell you, but it was well past halfway through that I thought, ‘Should I consider doing this?’”

He was shredding the truth, she said, so she would shred his speech.

When Trump finally finished, basking in applause from the Republican side of the hall, Pelosi stood up and with a flourish began tearing his speech text. She divided it into four sections and ripped each in half. Mike Pence, standing next to her, kept applauding, pretending not to notice.
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The next day, by an almost straight party-line vote, the Senate acquitted President Trump of charges that he had abused power and obstructed Congress. The only senator who crossed party lines was Utah senator Mitt Romney, a Republican who voted to convict on the abuse-of-power charge. Trump and Pelosi—the leaders of two branches of the U.S. government—wouldn’t speak again even as historic crises engulfed the country.

It was the conclusion of a titanic clash, a historic confrontation. And yet it would turn out to have surprisingly little effect, at least in the short term. It would quickly be overshadowed, almost forgotten, as something more catastrophic erupted. A week before the Senate vote, the World Health Organization issued a warning about a novel coronavirus that was erupting in China, something that was only beginning to command much news coverage in the United States.

A week after the Senate vote, the WHO gave the disease a name: COVID-19.







CHAPTER NINETEEN
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THE CORONAVIRUS CAMPAIGN

January 31, 2020—Deerfield Beach, Florida

COVID-19 came up only briefly during the ninety-minute session Nancy Pelosi held with the South Florida Sun-Sentinel near the start of the new year. She was in Florida for an annual reunion with college roommate Rita Meyer, a trip that happened to coincide with the weekend of Super Bowl LIV in Miami Gardens. When the San Francisco 49ers got into the championship, she and her husband made plans to attend and take along daughter Christine and two of their grandsons, eleven and twelve years old, beaming in a game-day photo posted on Instagram.

A few weeks earlier, Pelosi had lamented that House impeachment proceedings against President Trump kept her away from her team’s divisional round playoff against the Minnesota Vikings. “I have, unfortunately, responsibilities to save our country from peril this weekend,” she had told reporters in Washington with a certain melodramatic flourish.

Before she headed to Florida, a staffer had called Sun-Sentinel editorial page editor, Rosemary O’Hara, to offer a meeting with the editorial board—a plum, and one proffered a few weeks after the paper had published a flattering editorial. “Nancy Pelosi v. Mitch McConnell: What a Difference a Leader Makes,” the headline read. The Senate Republican leader “personifies the worst of times,” the editorial said, while Pelosi “has already taken her place alongside the late Sam Rayburn as one of its greatest leaders.”

Impeachment was the first topic raised at the edit board session, of course. The House had just impeached the president and the Senate was launching his trial. “Nobody is above the law, not even the president of the United States,” Pelosi said. “But we’ll see what the senators do.” She was asked about Trump’s latest proposal for the Middle East, the threat of cyberattacks on the election, the crisis in Venezuela, gun violence in schools. She made a prediction about the Super Bowl, that San Francisco would defeat the Kansas City Chiefs. “I always say it’s about hunger—who is the hungriest?—and we’re very hungry people.” (She applied that axiom to political contests as well as athletic ones. In this case, her prediction turned out to be wrong; the Chiefs, perhaps also hungry, won the game.)

The session had gone on for close to an hour before she was asked about the novel coronavirus, and then in passing. The first case in the United States had been confirmed the previous week, of a Washington State resident who had just returned from China. It was apparently the first time Pelosi discussed COVID-19 in public.

She had been briefed two days earlier by Dr. Anthony Fauci, the nation’s top infectious-disease expert and someone who was about to become a household name. She had gotten to know Fauci decades earlier, when both were on the front lines of the fight against HIV/AIDS. “He has confidence in what the CDC is doing at this time, and I have confidence in him,” she replied. Acknowledging that the situation was “scary for the whole world,” she added, “We’ll keep an eye on it.” They moved on to the next question, about prescription drug prices.

Later that same afternoon in Washington, concern about the threat of coronavirus was about to spike. Trump’s top health advisers—Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar, Centers for Disease Control director Robert Redfield, and Fauci—met with the president in the Oval Office to warn that the situation in China was worse and the disease more transmissible than they had thought. They advised Trump to restrict travel from China. He agreed.

Within weeks, it became clear that the nation was not going to be able to move on from the coronavirus to the next question. Within months, Trump’s impeachment trial and acquittal by the Senate was all but forgotten as the disease began to surge. By the end of the year, COVID-19 had killed nearly 350,000 Americans, thrown millions out of work, and reshaped the 2020 election.

The pandemic posed a test more severe for Trump than impeachment ever was. The same was true for Pelosi.

A crisis like this would traditionally prompt government leaders to cooperate, even if they were at odds on other fronts. The problem this time: The president of the United States and the Speaker of the House weren’t on speaking terms. They hadn’t had a conversation since the White House meeting in October 2019 that ended in pyrotechnics and recriminations. Their fraught relationship had fractured, apparently for good. Not even this catastrophe would heal that break.

Some conservatives blamed Democrats’ pursuit of impeachment for contributing to Trump’s slow initial response to the looming health emergency. “Did all this hurly-burly distract the president and his aides in any way?” demanded one op-ed writer. “I should think it did.” When Pelosi criticized Trump for underplaying the crisis—he acknowledged to journalist Bob Woodward that he had done just that—critics accused her of the same thing. The president ridiculed a visit by Pelosi to San Francisco’s Chinatown on February 24, calling her responsible for “many deaths” that followed. Pelosi had assured the reporters and photographers trailing her that it was “very safe” to shop and go to restaurants in Chinatown, which had been hit hard by a drop in tourism. Her advice, played and replayed on conservative news outlets, was soon overtaken by the developing disaster.

Hours after that visit to Chinatown, the White House submitted its first proposal for coronavirus relief: $1.25 billion in new funding and another $1.25 billion in funding reallocated from other programs. “Long overdue and completely inadequate to the scale of this emergency,” Pelosi declared in a tweet posted just after midnight. It was the start of a fierce debate between the Speaker and the president over how the government should respond, a dispute that would last through the rest of Trump’s term.

No one had predicted the calamities the year would bring, or been prepared for them—not Pelosi, not Trump, not anyone else. The political world was bracing for a reelection campaign by a disruptive president as a record-sized Democratic primary field debated whether the party should cut a bolder progressive course. But the nation’s agenda would turn not on impeachment or Trump’s provocative rhetoric or Medicare for All. It would be the Coronavirus Campaign, defined by a devastating disease and the upheaval it brought to the economy and just about every other aspect of American life.

The most deadly pandemic in more than a century. The deepest job losses since the Great Depression. Enormous protests across the country calling for a reckoning on issues of race. The rise of emboldened white nationalists and bizarre conspiracy theorists, fueled by social media. A president who refused to commit himself to a peaceful transfer of power if he lost his bid for a second term.

During a year like no other, Pelosi stood as an almost solitary figure. She sometimes seemed to be just about the only one left in the Capitol as members of Congress scattered to their home districts for their safety. She negotiated trillions of dollars in stimulus spending, then took a hard line that was blamed for stalling negotiations on another relief bill. She kept an independent eye on the progression of the pandemic and the administration’s response. She tracked House races and raised millions of dollars in Zoom fund-raisers to finance them. In private, she became a conduit for those worried about a potential constitutional crisis in the wake of the election. In public, she provided a defiant counterpart to the president, though even the disciplined Speaker occasionally stumbled.

Not everyone viewed Pelosi’s primacy as a positive thing, congressional Republicans among them. She was treating duly elected representatives and House committees as “nonessential,” Alabama congressman Bradley Byrne protested. “The coronavirus has given Mrs. Pelosi the greatest control over the House of Representatives of any speaker in U.S. history,” he said. Almost no one disagreed with that assessment.

Nancy Pelosi deployed every lesson she had learned during two decades in leadership and a lifetime in politics.

“Night and day, night and day,” House Democratic whip James Clyburn of South Carolina told me as he compared Pelosi during her first tour of duty as House Speaker and her second. “The first time around, she was the first woman Speaker, having ascended to that position in a way that nobody felt was possible.” Then, she had to “hold off doubters,” he said.

Clyburn, the highest-ranking Black leader in the history of Congress, understood the pressures of being “the first” in a position of power. “When you’re the first doing anything—I can tell you, I’ve been in those shoes—that will keep you awake at night because you know everybody’s looking. Some people looking because they’re real passionate about your being successful. Others looking to see how you’re going to trip up, or how they can help you trip up.”

Now Pelosi didn’t have to worry about holding off doubters. True, there was anger among Republicans and angst among Democrats over the fruitless negotiations on a stimulus bill that stretched from spring to fall. After Election Day, some Democrats questioned whether her failure to reach a deal contributed to losses that left them with the narrowest of majorities in the House. But during this consequential year, more than at any time during her career, her fractious party united behind her. Pelosi was the one calling the shots for Democrats during the cascading crises of 2020.

“Was it a hard year?” she mused when it was almost over, repeating my question and then dismissing the notion that it had been hard on her. “It’s hard because it’s a hard year for the American people.”
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On March 10, 2020, Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin sat down for an hour with Senate Republicans to discuss emergency legislation designed to help millions of unemployed Americans and to boost a reeling economy. As he climbed into a black government SUV for the ride back to his office, a mile down Pennsylvania Avenue, he called to update Nancy Pelosi. But the reception on his cell phone kept breaking up. She suggested he walk back inside the Capitol so they could meet in person, and he did.

Trump’s message that morning had been less welcoming. “Nancy Pelosi just said, ‘I don’t know if we can be ready this week,’” the president tweeted. “In other words, it’s off to vacation for the Do Nothing Democrats. That’s been the story with them for 1½ years!”

Despite her toxic relationship with his boss, Pelosi had negotiated a two-year budget deal with Mnuchin the previous summer, a big achievement and a bipartisan one. Pelosi had sold the compromise to reluctant Democratic progressives; Mnuchin had lined up the president and overridden resistance from the conservative Freedom Caucus.

Mnuchin was an unapologetic believer in Trump and Pelosi was the president’s political nemesis. But the two of them—the Speaker and the treasury secretary—became the key figures in negotiating the largest stimulus spending in U.S. history. Mnuchin told me that he and Pelosi had “a constructive working relationship.” Pelosi expressed more regard for Mnuchin than just about any other member of the Trump team. “We have a good rapport; we have a respectful rapport,” she told me. In contrast, when White House chief of staff Mark Meadows joined their talks during the summer, she made a show of being unable to recall his name—a slip that was surely more willful than real, especially given that Meadows had been a four-term member of the House. She dismissed him as just “a staffer.” Soon she was back to dealing with Mnuchin.

The unlikely partners sometimes seemed to succeed by simply ignoring what the president was saying. The administration’s initial request on February 24 for just $2.5 billion in aid, only half of it in new funds, was ridiculously inadequate, in Pelosi’s view. Nine days later, the House overwhelmingly approved a $8.3 billion emergency aid bill that included funding for state and local governments and for vaccine research. It sailed through the Senate and was signed by the president on March 6. Pelosi called it “a first step.”

Now they were negotiating spending that was exponentially larger. In the space of six weeks, a Congress that had seemed gridlocked on almost everything would pass three massive measures, and the president would sign each of them in turn. It was the swiftest and most united response by the federal government since the 9/11 terror attacks two decades earlier.

First, a $104 billion package, signed on March 18, expanded access to free testing, extended sick-leave benefits, and provided $1 billion in food aid. On the day the deal was clinched, Trump tweeted criticism of the negotiations while Pelosi and Mnuchin talked by phone thirteen times. Just after midnight, it passed the House, 363–40.

Then, on March 27, Trump signed a bill called CARES, an acronym for the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act. The price tag was a staggering $2.2 trillion. It funded $600 a week in supplemental unemployment benefits for the jobless and sent most Americans a check for $1,200. Not a single member of Congress voted against it.

Finally, on April 24, Trump signed a $484 billion package that helped replenish funds for a program to help small businesses.

The flood of aid wasn’t enough to meet every need. The flurry of bipartisanship would be followed by months of stalemate. But for millions of workers and small business owners, it provided a lifeline, at least for a while.

Pelosi applied lessons she had learned during the financial meltdown in 2008: Act fast and go big.

The Obama White House had felt pressured to keep its stimulus bill, passed in the first weeks of the new administration in 2009, below $1 trillion, a constraint some officials later regretted. This time, Congress blew past the first trillion and the second trillion and kept going. The Treasury Department and the Federal Reserve again exercised expansive powers to stop a financial panic before it could take hold. Pelosi understood that the nation was standing at the edge of an economic cliff. “We have experience with this,” she told reporters.

The response to this crisis even featured some of the same cast of characters as in 2008, including Pelosi as Speaker and McConnell as the leader of Senate Republicans. The negotiations between Pelosi and Mnuchin during this crisis echoed those she had with then–treasury secretary Henry Paulson Jr. during the 2008 financial meltdown. He was back, too, advising behind the scenes.

Hank Paulson was no friend of President Trump. He was one of the original Never Trumpers, those prominent Republicans who declared Donald Trump unacceptable. During the 2016 campaign, he wrote an op-ed in the Washington Post that accused the presidential contender of ignorance, prejudice, fear, and isolationism, and announced he was voting for Hillary Clinton. But Paulson had a relationship with Mnuchin that went back years. Paulson had been a rising executive at Goldman Sachs when Mnuchin joined the investment bank as a newly minted graduate of Yale, and Paulson had promoted him to the executive office. “He was the most able of our younger partners,” Paulson told me.

When Trump named Mnuchin as treasury secretary, Mnuchin had reached out to Paulson for advice. Now he called on Paulson again. As the legislation was being negotiated, Pelosi would confer with Paulson as well. She also consulted with others, including former Federal Reserve chair Janet Yellen and former treasury secretaries Robert Rubin and Jack Lew.

By May, though, the willingness of all sides to cut a deal began to quail. Senate Republicans balked at the unprecedented levels of spending. McConnell was determined to add liability protection for businesses and schools, an idea that Pelosi rejected out of hand. She insisted on aid for state and local governments, a proposal most Republicans opposed. The president ran hot and cold. On a single day, he announced on Twitter that he had “instructed my representatives to stop negotiating until after the election,” then hours later declared he was ready to sign another stimulus bill if only Congress would send him one.

The House had passed a $3.4 trillion relief bill in May, called HEROES. (That was the appealing acronym for a mouthful of a bill, the Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions Act.) It was designed to be a marker; no one thought it was likely to go anywhere unamended. Pelosi eventually lowered her demand by $1 trillion; Mnuchin eventually upped his counter to $1.8 trillion. Of such steps are compromises typically forged.

Their negotiations never stopped, but they also didn’t succeed until after Election Day. “It’s like a giraffe and a flamingo,” Pelosi declared at one session. “They’re both at a zoo. A dumb person may think they could mate for offspring. A smart person knows that’s impossible. That’s our bills. They’re unable to mate.”

In fact, she had made her reputation by being the midwife to any number of difficult births, legislatively speaking. She was the pragmatic master of the possible. This time, she insisted, to considerable skepticism, that she was holding firm on causes too crucial for compromise. In an interview on CNN, anchor Wolf Blitzer pressed her on why she wouldn’t strike a deal, as California representative Ro Khanna, a Democrat, was urging. “There are so many Americans in desperate need,” Blitzer said.

“With all due respect… you really don’t know what you’re talking about,” Pelosi snapped. She called the respected veteran journalist an “apologist” for Republicans.

Senior Republicans involved in the negotiations concluded that Pelosi had made a political calculation that another stimulus bill might well help Trump’s reelection in the fall, something she was unwilling to risk—unless, that is, Republicans caved and gave her everything the Democrats were demanding, an unlikely prospect. She heatedly denied that politics rather than policy was foremost in her mind. In any case, despite the spiraling pandemic, the White House and Congress failed to agree on another aid package. The stalemate denied the president bragging rights and the economy the boost that would have followed.

As those negotiations began to stall, there was yet another national upheaval. On May 25, a white police officer in Minneapolis held his knee on the neck of a forty-six-year-old Black man named George Floyd who had been arrested on allegations of using a counterfeit bill. Floyd, handcuffed and lying facedown on the street, repeatedly protested “I can’t breathe,” then called out for his mother. After nearly nine minutes, when the officer finally relented, Floyd was dead.

Cell phone video of the horrifying episode, one of a string of deadly incidents of police violence against African Americans, ignited huge and diverse marches across the country demanding racial justice.
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The issue of race had been part of the education of Nancy D’Alesandro. She was fourteen years old when her father, then the mayor of Baltimore, encouraged the peaceful integration of public schools after the Supreme Court’s landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka decision in 1954. Just out of college, she attended the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in 1963, though to her regret she left before Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his iconic “I Have a Dream” speech. When King was assassinated in 1968, her brother Tommy D’Alesandro III, an advocate of civil rights, was the mayor of Baltimore. A week of riots erupted in her hometown; the National Guard and troops from the Army’s 82nd Airborne Division were called in to control them.

Her brother’s efforts to pass a bill banning discrimination in the sale and rental of all city housing had been an early and sobering lesson for them both. In 1966, as president of the Baltimore City Council, he convened a hearing on the proposal. More than two thousand people attended, so many that the session had to be moved from City Hall to the War Memorial Building, a block and a half down East Lexington Street. The first witness he called to testify in favor of the bill, Baltimore archbishop Lawrence Shehan, was heckled and booed. The bill was defeated.

D’Alesandro was shocked by the rancor, especially toward a revered religious leader. The experience had an impact on his sister as well. “It was really an awakening as to how deep some of this racism goes,” she said, citing the memory a few days after George Floyd had been killed.

She joined one of the protests sparked by Floyd’s death, this one on the steps of Congress. Inside the Capitol, she ordered the statues of eleven Confederate leaders and the portraits of four Speakers who had served in the Confederacy removed from places of honor. Within weeks, the House passed, mostly along party lines, the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act, a measure that would have increased police accountability and reformed police practices, including a ban on chokeholds.

But McConnell declined to bring the bill up for consideration in the Senate, calling it “typical Democratic overreach.” Months later, when House Democrats met to reelect Pelosi as their leader, she called the measure a top priority for the new Congress. “The theme, I think, of what we do next has to be about justice,” she told them. “It has to be about justice in our economy. It has to be about justice in our justice system, passing the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act.”

She cited the memory of Georgia congressman John Lewis, the civil rights icon who had died of pancreatic cancer in July at age eighty. They were close. She called him one of her heroes. At his request, she had gone to Atlanta to say goodbye during the final days of his life, the only time during the tumultuous year that friends could remember her in tears.
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Nancy Pelosi understood the power of optics. The distinctive red coat she wore when she emerged from a contentious Oval Office meeting with President Trump two years earlier still stood as a symbol of her willingness to confront him. She jokingly complained that she could no longer use the coat for everyday occasions, given its renown. “Now, I can barely wear it because it’s a meme,” she said.

When the coronavirus hit, her face masks became another opportunity to make a statement.

In February and March, the CDC and the World Health Organization had advised the public not to wear masks. At the time, transmission of the virus wasn’t fully understood, and medical-grade face masks were hard for frontline workers to find. By April, though, both health agencies reversed course, saying wearing masks in public was crucial to contain the coronavirus. But Trump’s general refusal to wear one himself made masks a political statement. Now even the strips of cloth with ear loops became one more divide between red and blue America.

In April, when Congress approved nearly $500 billion in additional funding for coronavirus relief, Pelosi showed up at a news conference with Senate Democratic leader Chuck Schumer sporting a mask fashioned from a blue patterned silk scarf. For the rest of the year, she would rarely be seen without one. The contrast with Trump, who mocked White House staffers and reporters for wearing masks, was unmistakable. The fashion critic of the New York Times dubbed her the “leader of the masked opposition.”

Pelosi’s masks were distinctive. She ordered many of them from Donna Lewis, an upscale boutique in suburban Alexandria, Virginia, that had long been one of her favorite shops. Chris Lewis, the owner, had his tailors use remnants of the Italian fabric he stocked to make them, charging $22 a pop and contributing one to Johns Hopkins Hospital for each one sold. Pelosi made her array of colorful masks both a political and a fashion statement, wearing a striking botanical pattern with a magenta pantsuit and a bold blue-and-white plaid with a blue sheath.

“Leader of the House majority, and of mask-to-pantsuit color coordination,” Hillary Clinton, known for her own colorful pantsuits, declared approvingly in an Instagram post that showed a photograph of Pelosi in a pink pantsuit and matching mask.

Pelosi’s unspoken ignore-the-president message: Wearing a mask not only was crucial for health but also could be done with a bit of élan.

It was yet another source of irritation for Trump, who complained on Twitter that Pelosi was “constantly lecturing everyone else” to wear a mask. In September, he and other Republicans seized on security footage from a San Francisco salon that showed a brief clip of Pelosi walking through the shop, her hair wet and her mask down around her neck. At the time, San Francisco had barred salons from providing services indoors.

The twelve seconds of video, which was first reported by Fox News and then went viral on social media, was fodder for her critics. Reporters spotlighted the episode as a rare misstep. Conservatives saw it as proof of hypocrisy—the rules apply to thee but not to me—and compared her to Marie Antoinette, imperious and privileged. That was an image some critics already had suggested after a late-night TV interview in which Pelosi had playfully displayed the contents of her freezer, stocked with $12-a-pint artisan ice cream, a pricey indulgence at a time when millions of Americans had lost their paychecks.

When attacked, on this occasion and others, Pelosi was less likely to apologize than to go on the attack herself. Now she expressed outrage, not chagrin, about what Fox News called an “illicit blowout.” She demanded an apology from the salon owner. “It was a set-up,” she said, evoking sarcastic comparisons to the infamous defense offered by former D.C. mayor Marion Barry when he was arrested with illegal narcotics. She had been assured that the shop was allowed to have one customer at a time, she said, and the salon owner turned out to be a Trump supporter. Her protestations only fueled the furor—to the delight of her prime adversary in the White House, a person who was also not given to admitting error.

When Trump began to appear at daily briefings at the White House—the president praising the job his administration was doing in response to the coronavirus, carried live and without interruption on cable TV—Pelosi stepped up her own media appearances to provide a countervailing voice. She had always been more comfortable strategizing in private than persuading in public. But from March to October, her office counted nearly 160 interviews on daily TV shows and another 20 on the Sunday morning programs, not to mention a regular stream of news conferences and print interviews.

In her TV appearances, Pelosi was as focused and unyielding as ever, her talking points on the importance of testing and the folly of the Trump team. Even as the pandemic’s death toll exploded and her role expanded, I realized that I had never seen her emotionally falter. When I asked if she had added anything to her personal routine to manage the stressful year, she couldn’t come up with anything. “You have to remember; I had five babies in six years, almost to the day,” she finally said. “I’m a strong person.”

Well, maybe one thing. “Dark chocolate ice cream,” she said, the treat that she had counted on for sustenance since childhood. Preferably early in the day, she added. “If it’s too late at night then I never go to sleep.”

“The tough times haven’t slowed her down,” Schumer, who had known her well since she arrived in Congress, told me late in the year. “If anything, they’ve sharpened her.”

In the evening, she would often head to Democratic National Headquarters, a few blocks from the Capitol, to sit in a nondescript conference room and headline virtual fund-raisers on Zoom—a total of fifty-six of them from July through September. As campaigns prepared their final push, she raised more than $67 million for candidates and state parties and the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. (She was closing in on having raised a jaw-dropping total of $1 billion since she was elected to the congressional leadership in 2002.)

She also regularly checked in with Lawrence Horowitz, a former chief of staff to Massachusetts senator Edward Kennedy. Horowitz and Pelosi had worked closely together a decade earlier to push the Affordable Care Act through Congress. Now based in California, Horowitz, a doctor himself, was tracking the virus’s progress and the government’s response. He could give her an independent assessment about what was happening.

It was one more example of how she tapped relationships she had developed over decades—with Horowitz during the health care fight, with Fauci during the HIV/AIDS crisis, with Paulson during the financial meltdown—to navigate the unexpected and unpredictable challenges of 2020. That may be one reason why those closest to her insisted she never seemed to break a step.

Paul Pelosi, her husband of fifty-seven years, had trouble coming up with an example of her struggling during an unsettling time. “It would be absurd to think it isn’t [affecting her], as caring a person as she is, but I don’t know how the hell she does it,” he said. “I continue to be astounded at her energy, her resilience, her straightforwardness—‘Don’t agonize; organize.’ She just keeps marching forward. The woman has no idea how old she is.”

She had turned eighty in March.

“She’s like a nuclear sub,” California congresswoman Anna Eshoo, one of her closest friends, told me when I asked how Pelosi had managed the turbulent year. “She knows what her mission is.”
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Pelosi didn’t have much faith in Republican officials to stand up to Trump if he refused to recognize the outcome of the November election as legitimate, a prospect that created nightmare scenarios for Democrats and others during the campaign. The president’s hold on the GOP was almost total. She had dubbed McConnell “Moscow Mitch” for what she saw as his refusal to stand up to Russia’s meddling in the 2016 election on Trump’s behalf, even after U.S. intelligence agencies concluded it had happened. She knew the derisive sobriquet got under the Senate leader’s skin.

Trump was “undermining our democracy in every way, and Mitch McConnell is not a force for good in our country,” Pelosi told me. “He is an enabler of some of the worst stuff, and an instigator of some of it on his own.”

The two congressional leaders had never had a particularly good relationship. Now there was bitterness from a new dispute between them, one not reported at the time.

When Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg died in September, Pelosi proposed that the groundbreaking feminist lie in state in the Capitol Rotunda. She would have been the first woman in history to be so honored. McConnell rejected the idea on the grounds that there was no precedent for such treatment of a justice. When William Howard Taft had lain in state in 1930, he had been not only the chief justice but also president, McConnell noted. He wasn’t swayed by the argument that Ginsburg had achieved an iconic status in American culture, especially for women and girls.

McConnell’s refusal meant that Ginsburg’s flag-draped coffin was placed not in the Rotunda, which connects the House and Senate, but in Statuary Hall, on the House side. McConnell and House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy didn’t accept invitations to attend the service for her.

As Election Day neared, Democratic concerns about the potential for a constitutional crisis grew. Trump had repeatedly refused to commit himself to a peaceful transfer of power if he lost but didn’t think the election had been fair, and he insisted the only way he could lose was if the voting had been “rigged.” The unprecedented number of mail-in ballots, necessary because of the pandemic, was ripe for fraud, he charged, an allegation rejected by election scholars and law enforcement officials in his own administration.

It wasn’t the first time Pelosi had been concerned about whether Trump could try to disrupt an election. Two years earlier, during the midterm campaign, she had warned her inner circle about what the president might do if Democrats were poised to win back control of the House only narrowly. “If we win by four seats, by a thousand votes each, he’s not going to respect the election,” Pelosi had warned. “He would poison the public mind. He would challenge each of the races; he would say, ‘You can’t seat these people.’”

Her remedy then: Win enough seats, and so decisively, that the president couldn’t credibly challenge them even if he wanted to do so. That was what Democrats did in 2018, picking up a total of forty-one House districts and carrying the popular vote nationwide by 8.6 percentage points. Voter turnout was the highest for a midterm in more than a century.

She had the same prescription for the 2020 campaign, when Trump would be on the ballot again. His defeat had to be so decisive and voter turnout so overwhelming that he couldn’t get traction if and when he disputed the results. “We have to inoculate against that,” she said more than a year before the election. “We have to be prepared for that.” As it turned out, she was prescient. After he lost the election, Trump made unsubstantiated allegations of fraud but his campaign’s lawsuits failed to overturn the results, in part because of the size of Democrat Joe Biden’s lead in key states.

I asked Pelosi if she had consulted behind the scenes with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or other senior government officials about how they would respond, how they would fulfill their constitutional responsibilities, if Trump refused to honor the election returns. She waved away the question. “I wouldn’t be able to discuss that anyway,” she responded.

During the Democratic primaries, Pelosi didn’t endorse a candidate. But confidants said she was more comfortable with Biden as the presidential nominee than the unabashedly liberal Vermont senator Bernie Sanders, his final rival. Biden had a better chance of winning the support of the mainstream voters who typically decide national elections, she thought. And she agreed with the former vice president’s approach of improving the Affordable Care Act rather than replacing it with the Medicare for All overhaul that Sanders supported.

“She’s a good friend; she’s a supporter,” Biden said a few weeks before the opening Iowa caucuses. The two regularly touched base. During the roiling primary debates in the fall of 2019, she urged him to speak up, to engage. “Her comment to me was, ‘Joe, just be you, just be Joe,’” Biden recalled.

She was determined to expand Democratic ranks in the 2020 House elections, both to bolster her majority and to build a cushion for what was likely to be a more problematic election in 2022, assuming Biden won. She knew how brutal the first midterm election could be for a new president’s party. Democrats had lost control of the House both in Bill Clinton’s first midterm, in 1994, and in Barack Obama’s first midterm, in 2010.

“I have to have a victory of such magnitude, because in the off-year of a president is when you’re vulnerable as a party,” Pelosi told me.

During that interview, in July 2020, I asked if there would be a Democratic tsunami in November, a wave that Democrats could ride to win the White House and control of the Senate. “A tsunami is just water, little drops of water,” she replied. She was focused on the individual House campaigns, the “little drops of water” that might add up to a wave.

Three months later, on the cusp of Election Day, I asked Pelosi again if she saw a tsunami coming.

“Today we would win it all,” she declared flatly—the House, the Senate, the White House. Then her more cautious instincts kicked in. We were talking precisely one week before Election Day. “But it’s not today, and so we’re putting one good day in front of another.” She ticked through one of her mantras: “No wasted time. No underutilized resources. And no regrets that we could have done something different, in a different way, to have a different outcome.”

Then she added, “But I feel pretty good.”

That buoyant feeling wouldn’t last.
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There was no victory party on Election Night, even though Nancy Pelosi expected victories. The pandemic ruled out the classic celebration in a hotel ballroom, with a band blaring and balloons ready to drop. Instead, she monitored the results from a conference room at the DCCC office, a few blocks from the Capitol. There was cold pizza congealing in the kitchen and small bags of chips piled in a corner. Her husband was with her, and daughter Alexandra came down from New York with her son, Thomas. Daughter Christine flew in from California. Anna Eshoo joined them, too.

Staffers walked in and out with updates on the election returns, and Pelosi made a round of calls to gather intelligence on her own. Congresswoman Gwen Moore gave her a reassuring report from Wisconsin; Biden would flip the state, which Trump had unexpectedly carried four years earlier. Bob Brady, the Philadelphia political boss who had given her an early warning in 2016 that Hillary Clinton was headed for a loss in Pennsylvania, had a more optimistic read this time. Biden would win, he told her. Four days later, when the Keystone State was finally called after mail-in ballots were tabulated, it would clinch Biden’s victory in the Electoral College.

Early in the evening, Pelosi reminisced about Election Night in 2016. “We were recalling four years ago, thinking we didn’t have a problem in the world, we were so absolutely certain that Hillary Clinton would win,” she said. “We were confident; it was just a question of what else [we] could win.” That “sad occasion” had taught them a lesson, she said, “that in this election, that nobody assumed anything.” This time, encouraging surveys nationwide and in key states had stoked her confidence that their work and focus were about to pay off.

“Of course, until the numbers come forth, we’re all speculating,” she acknowledged in an interview on PBS NewsHour, the same show she had appeared on as the polls were about to close in 2016. “But we feel very confident. We feel very confident in the House, which I know the most about, that we will not only hold the House but add to our numbers. We are very hopeful about the United States Senate, and that keeps getting better and better. And we are confident that Joe Biden will be president of the United States.”

She hedged just a bit when anchor Judy Woodruff pressed her on whether she was confident Democrats would win control of the Senate. “Right now, this moment, I am, yes,” Pelosi replied.

Woodruff tilted her head and noted the qualifier. “At 6:19 p.m. in the East,” she said. “We’re writing it down.”

A few hours later, as ballots were being counted, the outcome in the Senate wasn’t so clear. Republican incumbents in Iowa, Maine, and South Carolina had been in perilous territory in preelection polls, but they would survive with ease. The Senate race in North Carolina was close, but the GOP incumbent won that, too. Democrats picked up seats in Arizona and Colorado, but the election wasn’t the sharp repudiation of the Republican Party that Democrats had wanted. Control of the Senate was so close that it wouldn’t be determined until two runoff elections in Georgia in January.

The news closer to home for Pelosi wasn’t reassuring, either. By 11 p.m., she was confident enough to tell reporters that Democrats would maintain their hold on the House, but she was no longer asserting they would gain seats. The first warning signs had come with the ouster of two first-term Democrats in South Florida. Representative Debbie Mucarsel-Powell lost her race in a swing district; that had been expected to be a tight race. More alarmingly, Representative Donna Shalala was losing a seat Democrats had expected to hold. Was it an aberration or a sign of broader problems?

As it turned out, it was a sign of broader problems. Nationwide, Democrats would lose seats, most of them in districts they had flipped from Republicans two years earlier. Pelosi would be left with the smallest House majority of any Speaker in two decades. As in 2016, many of the polls had been too rosy.

But in the contest that mattered most, Biden was on his way to the presidency and running mate Kamala Harris to the vice presidency. Harris, a California senator and groundbreaker herself, would be the first woman to stand first in the line of succession to the presidency, one step closer than Pelosi. That said, Pelosi suggested in an interview before the election (and most analysts agreed) that the Speaker of the House was more powerful than the vice president. That job’s real authority “is all derivative from the president of the United States,” she noted, while the Speaker stood at the head of a coequal branch of the government.

Through the year, Pelosi had managed to hold together a disparate Democratic Caucus, united most of all by opposition to Trump. With Trump on his way out, those seams would begin to fray. The finger-pointing began before the results had been certified. Virginia representative Abigail Spanberger, who had barely won a second term in her Republican-leaning district, blamed progressives for opening other Democratic candidates to damaging attacks as socialists who wanted to defund the police. New York representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez fired back, accusing moderates of waging stale and outdated campaigns.

There was some grumbling about Pelosi, too. Moderates questioned her decision to take a hard line in the stimulus negotiations, leaving them with nothing to bring home to their constituents. Progressives faulted the DCCC for not doing more to cultivate Latino voters; Republicans had made surprising gains among Hispanics in Florida and Texas. A coalition of leftist groups even called Pelosi’s display of the expensive ice cream in her freezer an “unforced error” that cost Democrats. The front page in the New York Post headlined their report “Dessert Storm.”

Pelosi hadn’t foreseen how well Republicans would fare down the ballot even as Trump lost, although just about no one else had, either.

That said, if anyone in her conference wanted to take away her gavel—and at least a few Democrats did—they had little time to organize and no stomach for the fight, which she would surely have won. Two weeks after the election, House Democrats reelected her as their leader by voice vote, no ballot needed, no challenger on hand. To win over reluctant House members in 2018, she had agreed to serve no more than two additional terms, although the term limit had never been written into the caucus’s rules. After she won again in 2020, she indicated, a bit elliptically, that she would honor that commitment. “So, I don’t want to undermine any leverage I may have, but I made the statement,” she told reporters. On January 3, 2021, she was elected Speaker, again.

This would be Pelosi’s valedictory term. The next time around, a new generation of Democratic leaders would be taking charge.

Pelosi admitted no fault and acknowledged no regrets. In that way, she bore a bit of resemblance to Trump, the disruptive leader she disdained. She rejected out of hand the suggestion that the disappointing returns meant voters were sending House Democrats a message. Did she accept any responsibility for the loss of seats? “I take credit for winning a majority and holding the House,” she replied.

As always, she was looking around the corner, preparing for the next fight before this one was over. Even in July, her horizon had been long-distance. “We are at 116 days today until the end”—that is, the end of the 2020 election, she told me then. “One hundred and seventeen days from now starts the next election,” the one in 2022. “I’m saying to you, this election is like a running start on the next election.”

This time, the president was ousted from the White House—Pelosi called him a “psychopathic nut” in a post-election phone call—and Democrats retained control of the House. It wasn’t the Democratic sweep she had hoped for and predicted. But she insisted it was enough to give them the power “to do great things for the American people,” four years after Trump’s unexpected victory had upended her plans and the nation’s politics.

“We’ve lost some battles, but we won the war,” Nancy Pelosi told reporters, standing in front of a phalanx of flags and behind a dais that held the seal of the House of Representatives. She pounded her fist on the dais, twice, for emphasis. “We have the gavel. We have the gavel.”
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THE LESSONS OF POWER

Hakeem Jeffries would rise in the House Democratic leadership down the road, even be considered a potential successor to Nancy Pelosi. But in the summer of 2015, he was still a backbencher, a congressman from Brooklyn in his second term.

President Obama was lobbying for the nuclear deal that had been negotiated between Iran and six world powers, including the United States. Under the rules, the president didn’t need Congress to approve the accord that his administration had reached, but he did have to make sure a resolution of disapproval didn’t pass with a veto-proof majority. Pro-Israel groups were lobbying hard to do just that.

Jeffries was a target for advocates on both sides. New York’s Eighth Congressional District was a liberal bastion of support for Obama, but Jeffries had also been backed in his campaigns by the American Israel Public Affairs Committee. His district had a significant number of Jewish voters. He was being pulled in both directions.

Pelosi, working to line up support for Obama, did more listening than talking. She didn’t twist Jeffries’s arm. That was generally not her way, except occasionally when the chips were down. (Muscling through the final version of the Affordable Care Act was a notable exception.) “She asked me on multiple occasions where I’m at, what concerns do I have,” Jeffries told me. “I had explained to her that I was going to take the time during the August recess to listen to both sides and then make a decision about where to land.”

She asked if he had spoken to Obama yet. No, he told her. Coincidentally or not—he assumes not—shortly afterward the White House invited him to travel with the president to New Orleans for the tenth anniversary commemoration of Hurricane Katrina. It was a plum, and Jeffries’s first trip on Air Force One. Obama briefly greeted him and the other guests, including Congressman Cedric Richmond, who represented New Orleans, and Donna Brazile, a top Democratic organizer who was also a native of the Big Easy. During the final half hour of the flight, the president came out of his airborne office to chat. “Where are you on this agreement?” he asked Jeffries. “I gave him my thoughts about some of the strengths and some of the concerns,” the congressman recalled. “He got up, tapped me on the back, and said, ‘I need you on this one.’”

When they landed in New Orleans, Jeffries’s cell phone rang. “How was the ride?” Pelosi asked.

“At that point, I said, Nancy Pelosi is operating at a very high level here,” Jeffries told me, relaying the anecdote to a reporter for the first time. “She didn’t use a boxing glove. It was a sophisticated touch that helped to bring me along, as I’m sure it helped with others. Ultimately, I made the decision on the merits, but her engagement with every member in different ways—understanding their districts, their concerns, their issues—I think really helped to bring people along.”

The Katrina commemoration was on Saturday, August 29. Three days later, Jeffries announced he would support the Iran deal. “The agreement, while imperfect, provides the United States in the current geopolitical and economic climate with the best opportunity to stop Iran from acquiring a nuclear bomb,” he said. His announcement “showed just how far the political winds have shifted in Mr. Obama’s favor,” the New York Times reported.
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Nancy Pelosi’s place in history was secured the moment she won her first election as Speaker, in 2007. That made her the most powerful woman in the history of American politics—at the apex of the legislative branch of government, second in line of succession to the presidency. But that breakthrough in some ways obscured another achievement. She also turned out to be the most consequential Speaker in modern times, leaving the most substantial legacy of any since the celebrated Sam Rayburn. If she had been male, that record would have put her in the history books, too.

“I think she has been one of the most significant figures in modern American history,” Hillary Clinton—herself a former presidential nominee, secretary of state, senator, and First Lady—told me. “She has proven to be one of the most historically significant speakers in American history.”

When the gavel she had used to call the House to order for the first time as Speaker was put on exhibit at the Smithsonian, Pelosi offered a wry assessment of herself: “a troublemaker with a gavel.”

Pelosi’s legacy was grounded in her effective use of power with a trio of presidents—sometimes for them, sometimes against. At the beginning, with George W. Bush, she played a crucial role in passing emergency financial legislation credited by many economists with averting another Great Depression. Her alliance with Barack Obama led to enactment of the biggest expansion of health care coverage in the country in generations. Near the end, she led the opposition to Donald Trump, opening the door to his impeachment and marshalling his opposition during chaotic times.

“Nancy looks like a well-to-do San Francisco liberal, but Nancy’s a Baltimore kid who learned politics and policy from the old school,” President Obama told me. “She has a strong progressive point of view… but she’s also a practical politician who wants to get stuff done.”

Through the first two decades of the twenty-first century, Nancy Pelosi would stand at center stage during an era of domestic and global disruption.

She was the senior Democrat on the House Intelligence Committee in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks that started the century, in 2001. She was the senior member of Congress to oppose the Iraq War from its beginning. She was the most persistent congressional critic of China on human rights, challenging both Democratic and Republican presidents on the issue. She was the irresistible force pushing through controversial pieces of major legislation, most notably the Wall Street bailout and the Affordable Care Act. She was the top fund-raiser and strategist who twice led Democrats to wrest back control of the House, in 2006 and 2018. She took the lead in negotiating massive relief packages in response to the coronavirus pandemic in 2020.

She imposed and maintained a level of party discipline that had eluded her modern predecessors on either side of the aisle. “If you’re a loose conglomerate of people who have a commonality of interests but who can’t tie it together,” she asked, “who wants to join that club?”

Not everyone sees her legacy in a positive light, of course.

Republicans have demonized her as a rigid ideologue and deployed her as a weapon to raise funds. Since the Affordable Care Act was enacted in 2010, the GOP has denounced it as a dangerous Big Government takeover of the nation’s health care system. Cultural conservatives accused her of pushing what they saw as out-of-the-mainstream “San Francisco values” on such issues as abortion, LGBTQ rights, and gun control. Over time, her strategic and tactical decisions would not only deliver control of the House to Democrats but also cost them their majority, fueling a debate within her party over whether the trade-offs involved had been worth it.

In 2009, for instance, she and Obama managed to push through the House a major energy and climate bill, an issue both saw as legacy-making. It passed by the narrowest of margins, 219–212, and carried the highest of costs—especially for Democrats from industrial states who supported it, many reluctantly. “It was that deal that cemented my respect for Nancy Pelosi’s political acumen,” House whip James Clyburn of South Carolina told me, “but it’s also that deal that I think cemented her loss of the House.”

On the question of whether to impeach Trump, her determination to hold back the tide for acting infuriated some on the left who believed it had long been clear that the president had violated his oath of office. “At this point, the bigger national scandal isn’t the president’s lawbreaking behavior—it is the Democratic Party’s refusal to impeach him for it,” Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez tweeted, a flare clearly aimed at Pelosi.

Eventually, Pelosi decided to allow impeachment to move forward—but only on narrow grounds over the Ukraine affair, and on a rapid timetable. Some progressives argued that a stronger case could have been made against the president with more time and a broader mandate. Trump’s disgruntled former national security adviser, John Bolton, agreed, calling the strategy “impeachment malpractice.”

Through that debate, she tried to balance constitutional considerations with political ones. At the time, that seemed to be a fateful calculation. (Surprisingly, impeachment would end up playing little role in the 2020 election, overshadowed by a deadly pandemic and rising demonstrations for racial justice.)

“A hard partisan,” Newt Gingrich, a former House Speaker himself, told me. “In the two years that she had a majority dealing with Obama, they rammed through the stuff they wanted to ram through, period, and they just ran over people.”

Even so, Gingrich, who in 1994 led Republicans to control of the House for the first time in forty years, acknowledged her skill at their mutual craft. He had consolidated power in the Speaker’s office, reducing the independence of committee chairs. So did she.

“There’s a line in a wonderful small movie, called The Wind and the Lion, where Theodore Roosevelt was trying to describe somebody to his daughter and says, ‘He’s a pirate.’ And she said, ‘You like pirates?’ And he said, ‘Yes. Sometimes you look across the way and you see somebody you identify with.’ I have no idea if Pelosi has any respect for me, but, as a professional, I have very substantial respect for her. I think she’s a very formidable person.”

In Nancy Pelosi, Newt Gingrich saw a fellow pirate.
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The Speaker of the House is the first leader specified in the Constitution, in Article I, before the president and vice president, whose offices are established in Article II. Congress’s primacy of place—“Article I!”—was an observation Nancy Pelosi would make when Donald Trump asserted far-reaching executive powers.

The Founders left it to Congress to determine exactly what the Speaker was supposed to do. The job description would expand and contract over time. Some of the most influential would end up with their names etched on bronze plates on the sides of the imposing House office buildings that line Independence Avenue: Nicholas Longworth, “Uncle Joe” Cannon, Sam Rayburn.

After Rayburn died in office in 1961, six Democrats and four Republicans were elected Speaker in turn, starting with John McCormack, Carl Albert, and Tip O’Neill. Several of their successors came to ignominious ends. Eight years after Speaker Dennis Hastert resigned from the House, the Illinois Republican was indicted of financial crimes related to his molestation of children while he was a high school wrestling coach. He became the highest-ranking elected official in American history to serve time in prison.

Speakers Jim Wright and Newt Gingrich were scarred by financial improprieties. (One of the members of the Ethics Committee that reprimanded Gingrich happened to be Nancy Pelosi.) Tom Foley was defeated by voters in his district. John Boehner and Paul Ryan left voluntarily after struggling to control rising forces in the Republican Caucus.

And Pelosi.

She was the first female Speaker, of course, as well as the first Italian American and the first Californian in the job. She was the first Speaker since Rayburn to have a divided tenure—getting the job, losing control of the House, then regaining it. From 2007 to 2011, she was in the post for the final two years of George W. Bush’s presidency, a fierce opponent over the Iraq War, then for the first two years of Obama’s tenure, when she was an equally fierce presidential ally. She would be back in the Speaker’s chair for the second two years of Trump’s term.

By then, she and Trump were displaying none of the cordiality that some of their predecessors took pains to project even across party lines. They lacked the apparent affability of Tip O’Neill and Ronald Reagan, two Irishmen who insisted they could share a drink at the end of the day. Pelosi and Trump didn’t have the kinetic working relationship on policy that Gingrich and Bill Clinton managed to display despite showdowns that climaxed with Clinton’s impeachment.

Instead, Nancy Pelosi and Donald Trump would develop the most poisonous relationship between a Speaker and a president in American history.




[image: image]







The changes in American politics have been so far-reaching that it’s hard to compare the Speaker’s job today with that during Sam Rayburn’s tenure, much less Joe Cannon’s or Henry Clay’s.

It didn’t matter whether Rayburn had an appealing presence on Sunday morning TV shows; his work was conducted almost entirely in the halls and hideaways of the Capitol. Even compared with the days of Tip O’Neill, money would matter more by Pelosi’s time, and partisan lines were sharper and harder. Most previous Speakers did limited fund-raising and only occasionally campaigned in members’ districts.

For Pelosi, all those were part of the job description. The highest praise many admirers gave was that she was a legislative master, skilled at negotiating the political realities of her day. The harshest criticism that some leveled at her was the other side of the same coin, that she did too little to transform the politics of her day. For instance, to reduce the power of big donors, or to ameliorate the hyperpartisanship that divided the country.

“She is both a product of and a producer of this new style of American politics,” said political scientist Cindy Simon Rosenthal, coauthor of an academic study of Pelosi. Those are not trends that Pelosi created, but she did reinforce them, for better or worse.

“An iron fist in a Gucci glove,” a veteran congressional reporter once called her. She raised more campaign funds than any member of Congress in history; dispensing it was one source of her power. She made it her job to understand where fellow members of Congress came from and what motivated them. She also had a long memory; crossing her could be costly. In 2006, she bypassed a fellow California Democrat, Jane Harman, from becoming chair of the House Intelligence Committee, to Harman’s outrage. Harman was more of a hawk on national security than Pelosi was, but she would also complain bitterly to other House Democrats that Pelosi was settling a personal score. (Whether she was or not, the episode served as an object lesson that other congressional Democrats noticed, and heeded.)

Even Harry Reid, the leader of Senate Democrats, once ran into a brick wall when he asked Pelosi for a favor. A member of Congress from his home state of Nevada, Democrat Shelley Berkley, was lobbying to get a prime committee assignment. She asked Reid to put in a good word with the Speaker.

“I called Nancy,” Reid told me in an interview in his office at the University of Nevada Law School, where he taught after retiring from Congress. “She said, ‘Not a chance in hell.’” That was a surprise to Reid; it seemed like a small thing. Pelosi explained why. “She said, ‘She voted for Steny, not once, but twice.’” That would be Maryland representative Steny Hoyer, who ran against Pelosi for Democratic whip in 2001 and for years remained a rival.

“It took me three Congresses to get her to put her on that committee,” Reid said. He told me the story—one never previously disclosed—not with anger but with admiration. “Somebody treats you right, you treat them right,” he said. “If they don’t, then don’t get mad; just get even.”

Again and again, Nancy Pelosi would apply the lessons she had learned when she was Nancy D’Alesandro, the only daughter and youngest child of Big Nancy and Tommy the Elder.

“Her book is Know Your Power, and she knows her power,” Steny Hoyer told me. As the No. 2 in the Democratic leadership through the years she was No. 1, no one had a closer view. She grew up in a “leadership family,” the equal of anyone in the room, watching her father rule a city and hobnob with presidents. “She’s the daughter of a mayor of Baltimore City. He knew you had to take care of every part of your city, and make it work together, and have them feel that you were paying attention to them, and that’s what she does. She does that with members. She does it with the opposition. And of course,” Hoyer added, “she’s tough as nails.”

I felt the full Pelosi treatment just once, when she disputed whether an episode I was asking about warranted attention. She never raised her voice. She never made a threat. Instead, she asked a series of skeptical and increasingly intense questions that forced me to explain and defend my view. Which I did. But I left the interview with a more personal understanding of how imposing, how unrelenting she could be in discussions over differences more important than this one. (To be honest, I went home and poured myself a glass of wine—or two.)

Her father taught her that no one would give you power; you had to seize it. Her mother schooled her in the value of the Favor File, both to deliver services to constituents and to build a loyal political machine. Their daughter would take lessons from both of them. Little Nancy would be not only a New Deal believer but also a political pragmatist of the most skilled sort. She became a premier political organizer, a distinctive and indefatigable figure.

Power is a thread that wound through her life, the ways of accumulating it and the means of using it. It was the legacy of her parents, shared with the big brother she adored. It was the advice of a mentor at a key moment. “Nancy, know thy power,” Louisiana congresswoman Lindy Boggs once admonished her when she was considering giving some of it up. Pelosi would make that advice the title of her book and the motif of her career.

When the possibility of power opened for Rosa DeLauro, her friend Nancy urged her to seize it. They had met through Martha Dodd, a classmate of Pelosi’s at Trinity College. DeLauro was then chief of staff for Martha’s brother, Connecticut senator Chris Dodd.

Her local congressman, Bruce Morrison, was thinking about running for governor. It was 1990; Pelosi was in her second term in the House. “She was continually calling me,” DeLauro told me, urging her to run to succeed him. “She said, ‘Are you thinking about it? What are you doing?’” If Morrison ran for governor, Pelosi told her, she should think about running for his House seat.

On the day Morrison announced his plans, Pelosi was back on the phone. “He’s running for governor; you’ve got to do this,” she told her, an echo of the encouragement Pelosi herself had gotten from Sala Burton three years earlier. “You have to just be aggressive,” Pelosi said. “Just go to the front of the line. Don’t wait for them to call on you because they never will.” DeLauro ran and won.

The first time we sat down for an interview for this book, Nancy Pelosi described her vision of her role as a legislative leader using a distinctly female image.

“I consider myself a weaver,” she told me. “I’m at that loom valuing every single thread for what it brings, he or she, brings to the tapestry and the beautiful diversity of it and the strength of it.” Then she repeated a phrase that had long been her mantra. “What I say to the members is, ‘Our diversity is our strength; our unity is our power.’ And we have to use our power in order to get done what we have to get done.”

“She is always whipping or weaving,” her politically minded daughter Christine said. “And even when she’s not whipping a vote, she’s always counting.”

The lessons of power: Weave, whip, count. Understand the motives of others. Strike the boldest deal possible but be willing to cut a compromise, because getting something is better than getting nothing. Seize the moment when you can; play the long game when you can’t. Wait to act until you have the votes to win, and keep some extra in your pocket. Display a Gucci glove when possible. Wield an iron fist when necessary.
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On Wednesday, January 6, 2021, Nancy Pelosi began the day in an upbeat mood.

She had won another term as Speaker, likely her final one, when the newly elected House of Representatives had met for the first time on Sunday. Then, on Tuesday, Democratic challengers Jon Ossoff and Raphael Warnock defeated Republican incumbents in special Senate elections in Georgia, flipping control of the Senate. When Joe Biden moved into the White House in two weeks, his party would be in command of both houses of Congress, the political combination crucial to getting big things done.

“When we say ‘good morning,’ it really is one today,” a smiling Pelosi told a group of House Democrats, meeting on Zoom that morning.

There was one final bit of business to formally settle the presidential election and seal the exit of Donald Trump. Just after 1 p.m., sporting an ornate American flag pin on her bright blue dress, Pelosi gaveled to order a Joint Session of Congress to accept the Electoral College votes certified by the states. Typically a ceremonial occasion, this time it had become the bitter forum for a last-ditch effort by Trump and his allies to overturn the election’s outcome after dozens of lawsuits had failed.

What followed was the most serious assault on the Capitol since the War of 1812.

Pro-Trump protesters were stoked by defiant words from the president at a rally near the White House. “If you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore,” he told them. They would march to the Capitol, storm the barricades, battle police, smash down doors, and break into Pelosi’s private office, shouting her name. At first, lawmakers in the chamber were unaware of what was brewing outside. When Capitol Police officers quietly pulled Pelosi from the podium and told her she had to be evacuated, she initially refused. “No, you must leave,” they told her, so she did.

She and other congressional leaders were taken to a secure location, where they and the nation watched with shock the mayhem, chronicled live on TV. She and Senate Democratic leader Chuck Schumer issued a public plea for Trump to contain his supporters. With Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell, they agreed it was important for Congress to resume its business as soon as the riot was under control, a display of the resilience of the nation’s democratic institutions.

In conversations with me over the previous two years, Pelosi had gone from calling Trump “crude” and “creepy” to describing him as stubbornly uninformed to, eventually, a leader who was dangerous and unfit for his high office. Now her most damning assessments of him had been ratified, she believed. “A deranged, unhinged, dangerous president of the United States,” she told CBS’s 60 Minutes in an interview forty-eight hours after the assault. A week later, she would preside over the passage of articles of impeachment against him for inciting an insurrection, the first time a president had ever been impeached twice, and both on her watch.

But first, she focused on finishing the business at hand. Seven hours after she had been hustled from the dais of the House chamber, she was back, gavel in hand. The House and Senate resumed debate over Arizona’s electoral votes, then after midnight took up a challenge to those from Pennsylvania. Finally, at 3:42 a.m., Vice President Mike Pence declared Joe Biden and Kamala Harris the next president and vice president of the United States. It was done.

“To those who strove to deter us from our responsibility,” Pelosi declared, “you have failed.”

Know your power.
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The tiny Italian town of Montenerodomo, Abruzzo, was the birthplace of Nancy Pelosi’s paternal grandfather, Tommaso Fedele D’Alessandro, who immigrated to the United States in 1890 at the age of twenty-two. In 1932, her father, Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., then a young man, caused a stir when he returned to visit the hilltop village, which sits on the spine of Italy. (Elizabeth Simari, a researcher for Madam Speaker)
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Tombstones in Montenerodomo’s cemetery show the names of Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi’s relatives from the D’Alessandro and Passalacqua families. (Elizabeth Simari, a researcher for Madam Speaker)
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A youthful Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., the father of Nancy Pelosi, poses with his parents, Marie Antoinette Foppiano D’Alesandro and Tommaso Fedele D’Alesandro. The author found this photo and the following one in a cardboard box of memorabilia at Thomas D’Alesandro Jr.’s mayoral archives at the University of Baltimore. (Thomas J. D’Alesandro Jr. Papers, 1927–1969; Box S4A-B2, Personal; University of Baltimore Special Collections and Archives)
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Nancy Pelosi’s mother, Nancy Lombardi D’Alesandro, in her wedding dress; she was married on September 30, 1928, at St. Leo the Great Roman Catholic Church in Baltimore’s Little Italy. (Thomas J. D’Alesandro Jr. Papers, 1927–1969; Box S4A-B2, Wedding; University of Baltimore Special Collections and Archives)












[image: image]
When Nancy D’Alesandro was born on March 26, 1940, the Baltimore News-Post ran the news in the next day’s paper. The newborn was shown in the arms of her mother at St. Joseph’s Hospital as her father, then a member of Congress, and five brothers look on. (Second front page of Baltimore News-Post, March 27, 1940. From the collection of the Library of Congress, Newspaper & Current Periodical Reading Room.)
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Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. is sworn in as mayor of Baltimore for the first of three terms on May 20, 1947, as his seven-year-old daughter, Nancy, holds the Bible. (Family photo)
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Big Nancy D’Alesandro helps her daughter, known as Little Nancy, with her homework in December 1947. (Annunciata M. D’Alesandro with daughter Nancy [Pelosi], 1947, Bodine, A. Aubrey, 1906–1970, Baltimore City Life Museum Collection, Special Collections Dept., Maryland Historical Society)
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“D’Alesandro for Mayor” campaign button. (Jack Gruber)
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This formal portrait of the D’Alesandro family was displayed for years in the living room of the D’Alesandro home at 245 Albemarle Street in Baltimore. After Nancy D’Alesandro died in 1995, it eventually was taken across the street to hang on the wall at a local restaurant, Germano’s Piattini. Later, a sly sign was added: “Be careful with Nancy’s painting. She will impeach you.” (Permission from the Baltimore Sun. All rights reserved.)
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The “Vaporizer,” a device to give steam facials, was patented and marketed by Nancy D’Alesandro, the mother of Nancy Pelosi. (Found on eBay in 2019, it was still operational.) (Jack Gruber)
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(Jack Gruber)
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Nancy D’Alesandro filed for several patents for the “Vaporizer.” (Filing retrieved by Lillianna Byington, a researcher for Madam Speaker, from the United States Patent and Trademark Office)
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Nancy D’Alesandro was in high school in 1957 when her mother feigned illness so her sixteen-year-old daughter could accompany her father to a dinner at the Emerson Hotel in Baltimore honoring John F. Kennedy. Then a senator from Massachusetts, Kennedy was promoting his book Profiles in Courage. (Family photo)
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Nancy D’Alesandro’s wedding portrait. She married Paul Pelosi on September 7, 1963, at the Cathedral of Mary Our Queen in Baltimore. (Family photo)
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The five children of Nancy and Paul Pelosi in matching outfits, circa 1972. From left to right: Nancy Corinne, Christine, Jacqueline, Paul Jr., and Alexandra. (Family photo)
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The family of Nancy and Paul Pelosi gathers for a photo on the day she was elected Speaker of the House the second time, on January 3, 2019. The Pelosis, their children, and grandchildren are standing on the balcony of the Speaker’s office, with its panoramic view of the National Mall. (Erin Schaff/The New York Times/Redux)
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Nancy and Paul Pelosi arrive at the White House for a state dinner for German chancellor Angela Merkel on June 7, 2011. (AP Photo/Manuel Balce Ceneta)
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In 1987, her first bid for Congress, Nancy Pelosi rented campaign headquarters at 666 Mission Street in downtown San Francisco. (Adam Gottlieb)
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Nancy Pelosi, former chair of the California Democratic Party, was able to attract big names to campaign with her when she ran for Congress for the first time in 1987. Here she is joined by Maryland senator Barbara Mikulski (center) and New York representative Geraldine Ferraro, the Democratic vice presidential nominee in 1984. They are being introduced by former congressman John Burton, who chaired Pelosi’s campaign committee. (Adam Gottlieb)
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On her first Election Night as a candidate, on April 8, 1987, Nancy Pelosi led a primary field of fourteen contenders for the congressional seat of the late Sala Burton. Pelosi’s ubiquitous slogan, shown here, was “A Voice That Will Be Heard.” (AP Photo/Paul Sakuma)
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House Speaker Jim Wright of Texas swears in Nancy Pelosi for the cameras on June 9, 1987. Her father, Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., a former member of Congress who was then in the final months of his life, took the opportunity to lobby Wright to give his daughter a plum assignment on the Appropriations Committee. (Family photo)













[image: image]
Outgoing Democratic whip David Bonior of Michigan presents Nancy Pelosi with a black leather whip after she won the contest to succeed him, defeating Maryland representative Steny Hoyer on October 10, 2001. (AP Photo/Joe Marquette)
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Nancy for Whip” campaign button. (Jack Gruber)
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At the 2004 Democratic National Convention in Boston, supporters distributed posters that portrayed Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi as the iconic Rosie the Riveter. She was then House Democratic leader, aspiring to become Speaker. (Jack Gruber)












[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi strikes the Rosie the Riveter pose at a luncheon for Emily’s List, a political action committee that helps elect pro-choice Democratic women to office, in Washington on March 6, 2007. (UPI/Newscom)











[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi and Bono, the Irish singer-songwriter, after a news conference on Capitol Hill on September 21, 2000, urging Third World debt relief. (Photo By Bill Clark/Roll Call/Getty Images)












[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi and the Dalai Lama, on November 13, 2005, after she introduced him for a lecture at the MCI Center in Washington. (AP Photo/Kevin Wolf)










[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi takes a selfie in her office with Supreme Court justices Elena Kagan, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and Sonia Sotomayor, before a Women’s History Month reception on March 18, 2015. Pelosi deputy chief of staff Drew Hammill is helping. (Photo By Tom Williams/CQ Roll Call/Getty Images)
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Representative John Murtha, Democrat of Pennsylvania, a member of Congress’s Old Guard, led Nancy Pelosi’s insurgent leadership campaign. Near the end of his life, he dictated observations about her for a memoir he never wrote; he died in 2010. He called her as “good a political mind as I have ever seen.” (John P. Murtha Congressional Papers, 1974–2010, AIS.2010.04, Archives & Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh Library System)












[image: image]
Jubilant Democrats celebrate Election Night on November 7, 2006, when they regained control of the House and the Senate. Nancy Pelosi, then poised to become Speaker, stands with Illinois congressman Rahm Emanuel, left, who chaired the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee; Senate Democratic Leader Harry Reid of Nevada; and Senator Chuck Schumer of New York, who chaired the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. (Photo by Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)
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When Nancy Pelosi was sworn in as Speaker of the House on January 4, 2007, a groundbreaking moment, she invited her grandchildren and other children in the chamber to the dais. The gavel she used would be displayed at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History in an exhibition marking the centennial of women’s suffrage. (Bill Clark/CQ Roll Call via AP Images)










[image: image]
President George W. Bush acknowledges the historic nature of Nancy Pelosi as the first female Speaker of the House at the beginning of his State of the Union address on January 23, 2007. (AP Photo/Charles Dharapak, File)










[image: image]
Speaker Nancy Pelosi announces a tentative deal after cliffhanger negotiations for legislation to address the financial crisis on September 28, 2008. She is standing between Senate majority leader Harry Reid of Nevada (left) and Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson. (AP Photo/Lauren Victoria Burke)










[image: image]
President Barack Obama signs the landmark Affordable Care Act on March 23, 2010. Speaker Nancy Pelosi, the crucial figure in pushing it through Congress, stands just behind. (AP Photo/Charles Dharapak, File)











[image: image]
Representative Steve Cohen, Democrat of Tennessee, passed out buttons to his congressional colleagues commemorating the opening of the Affordable Care Act exchanges on October 1, 2013. He dubbed the landmark legislation “PelosiCare.” (Courtesy of Steve Cohen. Photo: Bart Sullivan.)












[image: image]
The Republican National Committee dispatched a “Fire Pelosi” bus on a cross-country tour during the fall of 2010. Steve Wayte, a member of the Central Valley Tea Party, gestures toward the bus at this stop in Fresno, California, on October 5, 2010. (Photo by Gary Kazanjian/Fresno Bee/Tribune News Service via Getty Images)










[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi can’t hide her distress at an Election Night rally in Washington on November 2, 2010. Democrats lost control of the House, and she lost the Speakership. (AP Photo/Alex Brandon)
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Nancy Pelosi is elected Speaker of the House a second time, on January 3, 2019. (Photo by Olivier Douliery/Abaca/Sipa USA [Sipa via AP Images])









NANCY PELOSI AND DONALD TRUMP


[image: image]
In the Oval Office on December 11, 2018, President Trump and House Democratic leader Nancy Pelosi spar at their first meeting after Democrats won control of the House in the midterm elections. The meeting also included Vice President Mike Pence and Senate Democratic leader Chuck Schumer of New York. (AP Photo/Evan Vucci)










[image: image]
Outside the White House after the meeting with President Trump on December 11, 2018, as Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer emerge from the West Wing to talk to reporters. The confident image of Pelosi would become iconic. (AP Photo/Andrew Harnik)










[image: image]
At the State of the Union address on February 5, 2019, Speaker Nancy Pelosi applauds conciliatory rhetoric by President Trump with an exaggerated clap that seems more mocking than congratulatory. (Doug Mills/The New York Times/Redux. This photograph by Doug Mills won the 2020 Award for Excellence in Presidential News Coverage by Visual Journalists, presented by the White House Correspondents Association.)
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A White House meeting on October 16, 2019, after the House of Representatives had begun an impeachment inquiry of President Trump, ends with an angry exchange between Speaker Pelosi and President Trump. She led Democratic congressional leaders in a walkout. (Official White House Photo by Shealah Craighead via AP)










[image: image]
After President Trump finishes delivering the State of the Union address on February 4, 2020, Speaker Nancy Pelosi stands up and shreds the text of his speech in a show of defiance. (Jarrad Henderson/USA TODAY)










[image: image]
Waiting twenty-eight days after the House of Representatives voted to approve two articles of impeachment against President Trump, Speaker Nancy Pelosi announces on January 15, 2020, the names of the House managers for the Senate impeachment trial of President Trump. Left to right: Representatives Hakeem Jeffries, Sylvia Garcia, Jerry Nadler, Nancy Pelosi, Adam Schiff, Val Demings, Zoe Lofgren, and Jason Crow. (Photo by Caroline Brehman/CQ Roll Call via AP Images)










[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi briefs reporters on Capitol Hill as Majority Leader Steny Hoyer (second from right) and others watch during the debate over a coronavirus relief bill on March 13, 2020. (Photo by Alex Wong/Getty Images)










[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi wears a protective mask at the Capitol on April 23, 2020, the day the House passed the first of a series of relief bills in the COVID-19 pandemic. (AP Photo/Andrew Harnik, File)










[image: image]
Nancy Pelosi meets with reporters on November 6, 2020, to discuss the election returns. Democrat Joe Biden defeated President Trump, but House Democrats unexpectedly lost seats. (AP Photo/J. Scott Applewhite)
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Introduction: A Change of Plans

“It was a very tearful thing”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“For the moment”: “Nancy Pelosi Offers Election Night Predictions,” PBS NewsHour, November 8, 2016.

“She was really against my going”: Author interview with Hillary Clinton.

some of those close to her questioned: Author interviews with a former senior adviser to Nancy Pelosi and a Democratic House member, speaking on condition of anonymity.

With Hillary Clinton in the White House: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“I have things to do”: Mark Barabak, “Nancy Pelosi Hints at Short-Term Lease on House Speakership,” Los Angeles Times, October 19, 2018.

“I didn’t deflect their concern”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“The ones in Allegheny County”: Author interview with Bob Brady. In the end, Philadelphia County delivered a margin for Hillary Clinton over Donald Trump of 475,277 votes; Allegheny County of 108,137. Trump won Pennsylvania and its twenty Electoral College votes by a margin of 44,292.

Even more than being disappointed: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“That was saddening”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“Everybody can cry”: Author interview with Nadeam Elshami.

“It was a somber”: Author interview with Hillary Clinton.

“Don’t forget, I was a supporter of yours”: Author interview with a source knowledgeable about the phone call, speaking on condition of anonymity. Much of the phone conversation was reported by Edward-Isaac Dovere in “Nancy Pelosi Has Trump Right Where She Wants Him,” Politico Magazine, November–December 2017.

“And Ms. Pelosi”: Ian Frazier, “Greetings, Friends!,” New Yorker, December 23, 2019.

“Although I fear”: Susan Page, The Matriarch: Barbara Bush and the Making of an American Dynasty (New York: Twelve, 2019), p. 61.

“I’m a very private person”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

I wasn’t sure she would invite: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi, March 27, 2019.

The second interview: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi, July 10, 2019.

The fourth interview: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi, November 13, 2019.

I interviewed her the following spring: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi, April 24, 2020.

By then, in July 2020: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi, July 10, 2020.

A tiny “D’Alesandro for Mayor” campaign button: The author gave the campaign button to Pelosi. “I’m going to wear it right this minute,” she said with apparent delight, pinning it on the collar of her dress. That evening, the button was still there when she was interviewed on CNN by Anderson Cooper. A picture of the button is among the photographs reproduced in this book.

“Some of the old guys”: John Murtha, handwritten notes dictated by Murtha to “MM,” presumably aide Matt Mazonkey, located in the John P. Murtha archive at the University of Pittsburgh’s Hillman Library.

“I suddenly felt crowded”: Nancy Pelosi with Amy Hill Hearth, Know Your Power: A Message to America’s Daughters (New York: Doubleday, 2008), p. 124.

“When I was named secretary of state”: Author interview with Madeleine Albright.

“Members of Congress”: At the State of the Union address in 2020, Nancy Pelosi would create a furor when she dropped the traditional language as she introduced President Trump. In what seemed to be a deliberate dig, she said simply, “Members of Congress, the president of the United States.” In 2019, Trump had launched into his speech before she had a chance to say anything.

the magazine’s cover featured: “Mr. Speaker: How John Boehner Will Rule the House,” Time, November 15, 2010.

“One of the very best inside political players”: Author interview with Hillary Clinton.

“A rhetorical clunkiness”: Harold Meyerson, “How Nancy Pelosi Took Control,” American Prospect, May 12, 2004.

That included the time Janet Yellen: Author interview with a knowledgeable source, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“Congrats Nancy!”: Paul Kane and Ed O’Keefe, “Nancy Pelosi Chosen Again as House Democratic Leader—but Tally Suggests Deep Division,” Washington Post, November 30, 2016.

“Her political instincts”: Author interview with Tim Ryan.

“It’s a temper tantrum”: Nancy Pelosi in comments to reporters, January 11, 2019.

“Every day I’m like”: Tessa Stuart and Jann S. Wenner, “Nancy Pelosi: The Rolling Stone Interview,” Rolling Stone, February 27, 2019.

President George W. Bush privately complained: Author interview with Andy Card.

Even Democrat Barack Obama told: Author interview with a senior White House aide to President Obama, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“The one thing that I understood about Nancy”: Author interview with Barack Obama.

“one of the top leaders”: Author interview with John Boehner.

“With all those older brothers”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 14.

Chapter One: Tommy the Elder and Big Nancy

“At recess time”: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes I: A Friendly Chat with FDR in Oval Office,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, January 26, 1976, p. 1.

The sole eighth grader: “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes I: A Friendly Chat with FDR in Oval Office.” Catherine Clark’s husband, J. Joseph Curran Sr., would be elected to the Baltimore City Council, as would two of their sons. Another son would be elected lieutenant governor and attorney general. Their granddaughter would marry Martin O’Malley, who would serve as mayor of Baltimore and governor of Maryland.

among them the occasional organ grinder: Vincenza Scarpaci, “Ambiente Italiano: Origins and Growth of Baltimore’s Little Italy,” Italian Americana 24, no. 1 (Winter 2006): 77.

kept in an office drawer a formal photograph: Thomas J. D’Alesandro Jr. Papers, 1927–1969, Baltimore Regional Studies Archives at the University of Baltimore. The author found the photo in a cardboard box of memorabilia saved from his desk. It is reproduced in the photographs section of this book.

“I’m a paisano”: Mark Barabak, “Nancy Pelosi: Triumph of the ‘Airhead,’” Los Angeles Times, January 26, 2003.

He was paid seven or eight cents a week: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., “A Friendly Chat with FDR in Oval Office.” A Shabbos goy is a non-Jew who performs tasks that Jewish religious law prohibits a Jew from doing on the Sabbath, such as turning on the stove or lighting a candle.

He worked briefly, and unhappily, at the McCormick & Company: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes II: A Tribute to Nancy: Beautiful, Intelligent, and a Great Cook,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, January 27, 1976, p. A4.

When he turned fourteen years old: Thomas B. D’Alesandro Jr., oral history conducted on March 3, 1973, by Francis Colletta for the Maryland Historical Society.

Fine, his boss agreed: Thomas B. D’Alesandro Jr., oral history, Maryland Historical Society.

“Many years later”: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., “A Friendly Chat with FDR in Oval Office.” He went on to say, “That was the only diploma I ever received, except for an honorary degree in governmental administration that Dr. H. C. Byrd, president of the University of Maryland, conferred on me after I had become mayor of Baltimore.”

Baltimore was hosting the 1912: The Democratic National Convention was held from June 25 to July 2, 1912.

“The way I’ve heard the story”: Maria Laurino, The Italian Americans: A History (New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), p. 255.

choosing the nominee would require: The forty-six ballots were the most cast at a convention since 1860.

The local bosses could be found: The legendary Mencken, who first visited the Rennert Hotel as a young newspaper reporter, once wrote of it, “The assembly master-minds always got pretty tight, and so did their guests, who were often distinguished. I have seen a United States Senator carried out in his chair, and a Governor of a nearby State choked by hiccups. On one memorable occasion a mayor of Baltimore acquired such a jag that he went home, fell down a stairway and broke a leg.” Quoted in Fred Rasmussen, “Everyone Came to the Rennert Institution,” Baltimore Sun, January 19, 1997.

“We the undersigned registered”: “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes I.”

“He always saw my father”: Thomas D’Alesandro III, interview in 2007 with Marc Sandolow.

On the night of the primary: The primary was held on September 14, 1926.

“If you won”: Thomas B. D’Alesandro Jr., oral history, Maryland Historical Society.

It was 2 a.m. when the Sun: “Official Ballots,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, September 6, 1926, p. 13.

“I walked upstairs and I looked”: Thomas B. D’Alesandro Jr., oral history.

The newspaper story described: “Bachelor Delegate Besieged with Many Marriage Offers,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, February 2, 1927, p. 38.

“My mother’s response”: Nancy Pelosi with Amy Hill Hearth, Know Your Power: A Message to America’s Daughters (New York: Doubleday, 2008), p. 11.

In short order, an engagement followed: “T.L.J. D’Alesandro to Wed Schoolmate,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, September 15, 1928, pp. 18, 2.

By the time the groom: Gilbert Sandler, The Neighborhood: The Story of Baltimore’s Little Italy (Baltimore: Bodine & Associates, 1974), p. 23.

“After a conference with his bride”: “D’Alesandro, Jr., III on Honeymoon Trip,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, October 5, 1928, p. 4.

They moved into a newly: “T.L.J. D’Alesandro to Wed Schoolmate,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, September 15, 1928, pp. 18, 2.

Annunziata Lombardi had been born: Her Italian birth certificate spells her first name as Annunziata, with a “z,” but after she immigrated to the United States her name was spelled as Annunciata, with a “c.” Such spelling changes weren’t uncommon during the immigration process.

after the Feast of the Annunciation: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 10.

“Then, when my father was mayor”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

She is wearing white satin heels: The author found this unmarked photo among those stacked in a box in the D’Alesandro archives at the University of Baltimore.

The president sent his namesake: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

Roosie: Franklin Delano Roosevelt D’Alesandro’s nickname was sometimes spelled as “Roosie,” sometimes as “Roosey.”

The gambling debts: Author interviews with three residents of Little Italy at the time.

Two days later, he died: “D’Alesandro’s Child to Be Buried Monday,” Baltimore Sun, April 21, 1934, p. 17.

The child’s body was placed: FindAGravestone.com. The spelling “Forpianno” is a variation of “Fopianno,” the spelling when the family immigrated from Italy.

the Evening Sun reported: “New Son in Family of Assemblyman,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, August 6, 1930, p. 14.

In the Baltimore Sun: “D’Alesandro’s Child to Be Buried Monday,” Baltimore Sun, April 21, 1934, p. 17.

“You think you will not live”: Margaret Dempsey, “‘If My Mom Can’t Do It, Nobody Can,’ Says Tommy 3d of Baltimore’s First Lady,” Baltimore Sun, April 11, 1948.

For the rest of her life: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 25.

When Nicholas died: “9-Pound Boy Greets D’Alesandro Family,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, September 3, 1935.

Big Nancy would always say: Dempsey, “‘If My Mom Can’t Do It, Nobody Can.’”

“I often think she was born”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 13.

“If she were starting out now”: Nancy Pelosi, “Life and Career of Nancy Pelosi,” interview with Steve Scully, C-SPAN American Profile Series, November 29, 2001.

Nancy D’Alesandro bought the copyright: Catalog of Copyright Entries, Part 3: Musical Compositions, New Series, Vol. 31, Part 2 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1937), p. 1331.

“Motherhood cannot be understood”: “Mother: Dedicated to my Mother and all Mothers, Living and Dead,” words assembled by Nancy D’Alesandro. Posted on Twitter by Christine Pelosi (@sfpelosi) on National Poetry Day 2019, March 21, 2019.

“I was so afraid that she”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

Later she registered her company: “Vaporizer for moisturizing the skin,” filed January 30, 1962, patented February 5, 1963, serial no. 68,601. “Vaporizer,” filed January 12, 1962, patented October 30, 1962, serial no. 68,283. Retrieved by book researcher Lillianna Byington at the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.

The enterprise was featured in articles: “Complexion Improved by New Process,” Philadelphia Inquirer, January 31, 1950, p. 26.

“smooth-skinned and radiant”: “Mayor’s Wife Has a Beauty Project/Mrs. D’Alesandro Exhibits Her Secret Anti-Wrinkle Gadget,” Baltimore Sun, October 27, 1949, p. 36.

“I feel I should do something”: Sara Wilson, “The Woman’s Angle,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, September 12, 1940, p. 30.

“I don’t want to use the word chauvinistic”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“She took an active part”: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes II: A Tribute to Nancy: Beautiful, Intelligent, and a Great Cook,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, January 27, 1976, p. 1.

Just an invitation to sit at her table: In an interview with the author, Barbara Mikulski recalled when she was a community activist who won a seat on the Baltimore City Council in 1971 in a challenge to the D’Alesandro machine. She was a regular at St. Leo’s ravioli dinner. “You’re not supposed to campaign or give out literature or whatever, but I went with my little group and sat down,” Mikulski told me. “Mrs. D’Alesandro always had her own table, and also Sister Thomas of Mercy Hospital,” another local power broker. “There was Sister Thomas sitting with Mrs. D. It’s quite the high table. So Mrs. D’Alesandro sent a message, ‘Barbara, come and sit with us.’ Well, that was like the anointing—that I was okay and welcomed to the world here.” It told her, and everyone else, “that all things were forgiven.”

“Oh, yeah”: Author interview with Vince Culotta.

signs in every window: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

On the Fourth of July in 2020: Colin Campbell and Emily Opilo, “Christopher Columbus Statue Near Little Italy Brought Down, Tossed into Baltimore’s Inner Harbor,” Baltimore Sun, July 4, 2020.

“People will do what they do”: Transcript of Pelosi Weekly Press Conference Today, Office of the Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, July 9, 2020.

“I’m the second happiest person”: Author interview with Christine Pelosi, and Nancy Pelosi, commencement address, University of Baltimore Law School, May 20, 2013.

“You’re living the dream”: Nancy Pelosi, commencement address, University of Baltimore Law School, May 20, 2013.

“Every time a woman”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

Chapter Two: Welcome to America

Francesco Passalacqua was just a boy: The interviews done in Italy and quoted in this chapter were conducted by Elizabeth Simari, a researcher for this book who was based in Rome.

report back to his father about his hometown: The timing of Thomas D’Alesandro Jr.’s trip to his father’s hometown is in dispute. The Baltimore Sun obituary for D’Alesandro’s father, published in 1952, said that the trip had taken place in 1932, and that he had returned in 1948. Source: “D’Alesandro Rites Tuesday,” Baltimore Sun, September 13, 1952. That is the timing reflected in this book. However, in a 1977 story in the Baltimore Sun, D’Alesandro is quoted as saying it took place in 1928. Source: Gene Oishi, “Italian Strain Fading in D’Alesandro Family,” Baltimore Sun, October 23, 1977. Family members interviewed in Montenerodomo weren’t sure of the date; they estimated that he visited the village in 1936 or 1937.

the feast day honoring St. Fidelis: St. Fidelis is St. Fedele in Italian. The feast day for the town’s patron saint is April 24, but because it is often cloudy then, the town celebrated it on August 2 and 3.

family members translated for him: To detail these family relationships: Tommaso D’Alesandro was the brother of Cosimo D’Alessandro. Cosimo’s daughter was Antonia D’Alessandro. She had six children, including Francesco Passalacqua. Francesco had a son, Fedele Passalacqua, who married Teresa Rossi. Their daughter was Francesca Passalacqua.

He asked to see the house: The home where Tommaso D’Alessandro was born, destroyed during wartime, was rebuilt by his brothers, Cosimo and Antonio, reusing the same stones. Antonio’s strength was legendary. “My mother always said that he ate raw liver,” Franscesco recalled. “He could grab two men by the neck and raise them up.” While still a young man, Antonio was killed in a freak accident during a storm that kicked up as he was on the road back from Naples one night. He had traveled there to buy wallpaper for his bedroom, a gift for his fiancée.

he left Italy for the United States in 1890: Ellis Island records show that Tommaso D’Alessandro immigrated from Italy in 1890. His obituary in the Baltimore Sun in 1952 reported that he immigrated in 1888; immigration records at Ellis Island don’t reflect that.

he married Marie Antoinette Foppiano: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes I: A Friendly Chat with FDR in Oval Office,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, January 26, 1976, p. A4.

In their formal portrait: The photograph was found by the author in the Thomas J. D’Alesandro Jr. Papers, 1927–1969, in the Baltimore Regional Studies Archives at the University of Baltimore. The collection was originally given to the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, then was moved to the University of Baltimore in 1998. The portrait is reproduced in the photo section of this book.

bringing modern sewage treatment to Baltimore: Thomas D’Alesandro III, interview with Marc Sandalow for his book Madam Speaker: Nancy Pelosi’s Life, Times, and Rise to Power (New York: Modern Times, 2008).

“He was a city laborer”: “The Tommy D’Alesandro Tapes I.”

“This is a great country”: “D’Alesandro Rites Tuesday,” Baltimore Sun, September 13, 1952.

Five years later, at Tommaso’s funeral: “Hundreds Mourn Mayor’s Father,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, September 16, 1952.

When Nancy Pelosi made an official visit: “Back to Her Roots: Nancy Pelosi Makes Official Visit to Italy,” The Florentine, February 26, 2009. The birth certificate presented for her paternal grandmother seems to be incorrect. It identifies her as Maria Petronilla Foppiani, born in Rovegno, near Genova, on October 21, 1894. However, that would make her only nine years old when Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. was born in 1903. D’Alesandro identified his mother’s maiden name as Marie Antoinette Foppiano and said she was born in Baltimore. Her gravestone, at the New Cathedral Cemetery in Baltimore, uses that name and says she was born in 1873, which would make her about thirty when Thomas was born. She died in 1938, two years before her granddaughter Nancy D’Alesandro was born.

He wrote Pelosi a year later with an invitation: The mayor was excited by what he saw as proof of the depth of her ties. “This exclamation ‘o mamma mia’ is typical of our town,” he explained. While anyone in Italy might say “mamma mia,” the phrase “o mamma mia” was distinctive and significant, he insisted—a local tell. “It seems like she has us inside her because she exclaimed ‘o mamma mia.’ In fact, if you want to recognize a Montenerese, all you have to do is listen to see if they say ‘o Mom.’”

“I don’t know that I would have the drive”: Maria Laurino, The Italian Americans: A History (New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), p. 257.

Nicola Lombardi, Pelosi’s maternal grandfather: The ancient Italian town, seven towers marking its city walls, was named for forno, or oven, a reference to the bricks it provided in medieval times for the nearby Benedectine abbey, the Abbey of St. Vincent al Volturno.

“Birds of passage,” they were called: Maria Laurino, The Italian Americans: A History (New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), p. 3.

She was born on March 30, 1909: Some accounts of Nancy Pelosi’s family have reported that Annunziata Lombardi was born in Campobasso, Molise. Her birth certificate shows she was born in Fornelli, then part of the province of Campobasso and now in the province of Isernia, which didn’t exist until 1970. When Italians of her era came from a town too small for others to know, they would sometimes refer to themselves as being from the capital of their province. That may have been the source of confusion about her birthplace.

living in the home of some cousins: The cousins were named Emilio Pilla and Cesira Lombardi.

Nicola’s cousin: Nicola’s cousin was named Giovanina Lombardi.

“It is really a condescending word”: Nancy Pelosi, at a news conference at the Capitol, May 16, 2019.

Chapter Three: Little Nancy and the Favor File

eight-and-a-half-pound baby: “Tommy D’Alesandro Announces Another Sure Vote—It’s a Girl,” Baltimore Sun, March 27, 1940, p. 26.

the beaming father and five brothers surrounded them: “It’s a Girl for the D’Alesandros,” Baltimore News-Post , March 27, 1940, p. 1. This front page is included among the photographs in this book.

The Baltimore Sun had a more political take: “Tommy D’Alesandro Announces Another Sure Vote.”

“D’Alesandro Will Find New Boss”: Baltimore Guide, quoted in Marc Sandalow, Madam Speaker: Nancy Pelosi’s Life, Times, and Rise to Power (New York: Modern Times, 2008), p. 13.

Her big brothers weren’t enthusiastic: “Tommy D’Alesandro Announces Another Sure Vote.”

“The whole community was rooting”: “Tommy D’Alesandro Announces Another Sure Vote.”

“Power’s not anything that anybody gives away”: Nancy Pelosi, C-SPAN interview with Brian Lamb, July 16, 2008.

“He didn’t even have respect for me to come and visit my boy”: Thomas B. D’Alesandro Jr., oral history conducted on March 3, 1973, by Francis Colletta for the Maryland History Society.

Two former Senate majority leaders: Author interviews with Harry Reid and Bob Dole.

When a Washington reporter: Author interview with Karen Tumulty. The ode to motherhood that her mother wrote is quoted in part in chapter 2.

On Election Day in 2018: Author exchange with a longtime Pelosi friend who asked not to be identified.

“She didn’t have to do that”: Author interview with Norman Ornstein.

“What I learned from my father was everything”: Margaret McManus, “Baltimore-Bred Lawmaker Lives, Breathes Politics,” Baltimore Sun, February 4, 1995.

His sister was “a thoroughbred”: Author interview with Judy Lemons, who was present at the dinner.

He warned against “Communism”: “D’Alesandro to File Today for Congress,” Baltimore Sun, March 18, 1940, p. 18.

He cast his vote for it before rushing: Some accounts of Nancy Pelosi’s life say Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. “paired off” with an opponent of the bill so he could leave before the vote without his absence affecting the outcome. But the Congressional Record for March 26, 1940, p. 3450, shows him voting “yea” and doesn’t list him among the “paired” members.

“We were all christened”: Anne-Marie Schiro, “Host Committee Is Led by ‘Natural’ Organizer,” New York Times, July 17, 1984, p. 12.

“Our whole lives were politics”: Jerry Roberts, “Washington Insider Wants to Put Her Connections to Work for S.F.,” San Francisco Chronicle, March 23, 1987.

“He thinks I don’t know what that is”: Interview of Nancy Pelosi by Marc Sandalow of the San Francisco Chronicle, January 25, 2006.

Not until 2007 would Baltimore elect: Sheila Dixon, the president of the Baltimore City Council, became the city’s first female mayor when she served the remainder of Mayor Martin O’Malley’s term after he was sworn in as Maryland governor in 2007. That November, she was elected mayor. She resigned in 2010 as part of a plea agreement after being indicted on charges of perjury, theft, and misconduct; a jury had convicted her of one misdemeanor count of fraudulent misappropriation. She unsuccessfully sought the Democratic nomination for mayor again in 2016 and 2020. The first woman to serve in Congress from Maryland was Katharine Byron, who won a special election in 1941 to succeed her late husband. She served one term.

she titled the 2008 book Know Your Power: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi. Know Your Power: A Message to America’s Daughters, written with Amy Hill Hearth, was published by Doubleday in 2008.

She wanted her daughter to have: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 17.

“They didn’t raise me to be Speaker of the House”: “A Conversation with Nancy Pelosi,” John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, August 4, 2008.

Big Nancy, who kept statues of the Blessed Mother: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“You know, her mother really wanted”: Author interview with Jeanne Lynch.

although not all of them would stay: Author interview with a group of Pelosi’s classmates at the Institute of Notre Dame, including Karen Kadar, Ann Seeley, and Linda Wanner.

“Her mother thought she”: Author interview with Mary Ann Campanella.

“I didn’t think I wanted to be a nun”: Joe Feuerherd, “Roots in Faith, Family and Party Guide Pelosi’s Move to Power,” National Catholic Reporter, January 24, 2003.

She lived at 245 Albemarle: Mark Barabak, “Nancy Pelosi: Triumph of the ‘Airhead,’” Los Angeles Times, January 26, 2003.

“My mother wanted three things”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

reporter Margaret Dempsey: Dempsey was one of the few female reporters at a big-city newspaper at the time; she later wrote a nationally syndicated celebrity interview column. She married Jim McManus, who changed his name to Jim McKay and became a broadcasting legend as host of ABC’s Wide World of Sports. Their son, Sean McManus, was president of CBS Sports and CBS News. Source: Jacques Kelly, “Margaret Dempsey McManus/Reporter and Syndicated Columnist Was Married for 50 Years to Sportscaster Jim McKay,” Baltimore Sun, October 16, 2009, p. 21.

making her the first U.S. citizen to be declared a saint: Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini, also called Mother Cabrini, was canonized by the Roman Catholic Church on July 7, 1946. She was the first U.S. citizen to become a saint. Elizabeth Ann Seton, canonized on September 14, 1975, was the first person born in what would become the United States to be canonized.

The mayor kept a vigil light burning: Margaret Dempsey, “‘If My Mom Can’t Do It, Nobody Can,’ Says Tommy 3d of Baltimore’s First Lady,” Baltimore Sun, April 11, 1948, p. SM19.

Tommy the Elder was a traditionalist: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 13.

she was the model of a teenage girl of the Silent Generation: The Silent Generation is generally defined as those born between 1925 and 1945. Pelosi was born in 1940.

waves off Ocean City, Maryland: Pelosi, Know Your Power, pp. 16–17.

“It was the era of Elvis Presley”: “A Conversation with Nancy Pelosi,” John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, August 4, 2008.

“It wasn’t even an option”: Lesley Stahl, “Two Heartbeats Away,” 60 Minutes, CBS, October 22, 2006.

“If she wasn’t a linebacker for the Colts”: Author interview with Ted Venetoulis. The Colts were then the National Football League team in Baltimore; the franchise moved to Indianapolis in 1984.

Institute of Notre Dame in Baltimore: The school would announce its closure in 2020. Liz Bowie, Pamela Wood, and Daniel Oyefusi, “Maryland’s Oldest Catholic Girls School, Institute of Notre Dame, Announces Closing,” Baltimore Sun, May 5, 2020.

“We had a mayor’s daughter”: Author interview with Barbara Mikulski.

“Nancy’s father was the mayor and my dad was a letter carrier”: Author interview with Linda Wanner.

“School is not a Prison”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 24.

“We were educated where”: Loyola High School was an all-male Jesuit school in Baltimore.

Classmates from those days told me: Author interview with Karen Kadar. Debate topic from The Clarissian, the Institute of Notre Dame yearbook.

At chapel each day at noon: Author interview with Ann Seeley.

“I didn’t see the giant letters I expected”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 9.

“Where the bee sucks, there suck I”: William Shakespeare, The Tempest, act 5, scene 1. Ariel sings, “Where the bee sucks, there suck I: / In a cowslip’s bell I lie; / There I couch when owls do cry. / On the bat’s back I do fly / After summer merrily. / Merrily, merrily shall I live now / Under the blossom that hangs on the bough.”

“I didn’t have the faintest, remotest idea”: Nancy Pelosi, interview with Karen Tumulty of Time magazine, December 2009.

“I haven’t opened a book yet”: The Clarissian, Institute of Notre Dame yearbook, 1958.

“She’d hop out and she was regular Nancy”: Author interview with Karen Kadar.

By the time she was in high school: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“She didn’t act like a diva”: Author interview with Barbara Mikulski.

“My whole thing was just to be normal”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“Dear Daddy, I hope this holy book”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, pp. 24–25. The Baltimore Evening Sun story has a different rendition of Little Nancy’s quote: “Dear Daddy, I hope this Holy Book will guide you to be a good mayor.” “5000 See D’Alesandro Take Oath,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, May 20, 1947, p. 1.

A newspaper photo of the moment: This picture is reproduced in the photo section of this book.

Hanging over the fireplace mantel: A photo of this drawing is reproduced in the photo section of this book.

“It’s spooky, right?”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

At age seven, she was at City Hall: “Vatican Singers Greeted by Mayor,” (Baltimore) Evening Sun, August 2, 1947, p. 20.

When she was eight, the city named: “Bids Are Made for 3 Projects,” Baltimore Sun, August 20, 1959, p. 25.

At nine, she christened: “Nancy to Name City Fireboat,” Baltimore Sun, July 8, 1949, p. 13.

At thirteen, she was christening: “Daughter of Mayor to Christen Airliner,” Baltimore Sun, September 25, 1953, p. 13. Friendship Airport is now named Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport.

the Baltimore Sun gushed: Margaret Dempsey, “‘If My Mom Can’t Do It, Nobody Can,’ Says Tommy 3d of Baltimore’s First Lady,” Baltimore Sun, April 11, 1948, p. SM19.

She brought along a toy donkey: Linda Wertheimer, “Pelosi: Democrats Must Reach the Working Class,” Morning Edition, NPR, August 25, 2008.

“What do I do?”: “A Conversation with Nancy Pelosi,” John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, August 4, 2008.

“Save this picture”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, pp. 27–28.

The photo shows JFK in a tux: The picture is reproduced in the photographs section of this book.

“A phenomenal natural politician”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 12.

his battered right hand: Odell M. Smith, “Mayor Gets a Big Hand After 6,234 Handshakes,” Baltimore Sun, December 31, 1957.

“She was always there when I needed her”: DeWitt Bliss and Rafael Alvarez, “Nancy D’Alesandro Dies Headed Political Family,” Baltimore Sun, April 5, 1995.

“She was the powerhouse of Albemarle Street”: Author interview with Anna Eshoo.

“When I was a little girl”: “A Conversation with Nancy Pelosi,” John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, August 4, 2008.

“She knew the word ‘constituent’”: Author interview with Mary Ann Campanella.

The D’Alesandro home had a phone number: Sandalow, Madam Speaker, p. 26.

“I say this braggadociously”: Ellen Gamerman, “Child of Politics, All Grown Up,” Baltimore Sun, November 14, 2002, p. 1.

store copies of the Congressional Record: Sandalow, Madam Speaker, p. 22.

“to stand up, speak up, and not shut up”: Author interview with Barbara Mikulski.

“He had a love affair with the city of Baltimore”: Nancy Pelosi, “Life and Career of Nancy Pelosi,” interview with Steve Scully, C-SPAN American Profile Series, November 29, 2001.

“I said 300 Hail Marys, 50 Our Fathers”: “3-Term Mayor ‘Tommy’ D’Alesandro Jr. Dead at 84,” Baltimore Sun, August 24, 1987, p. 7.

When he was first elected mayor: Kenneth D. Durr, Behind the Backlash: White Working-Class Politics in Baltimore, 1940–1980 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), pp. 20, 54–56.

A Baltimore banker, J. Henry Ferguson: “Rewriting History: The Lee-Jackson Monument in Baltimore,” The Marc Steiner Show, June 2016.
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“It’s not the politics of tomorrow”: David Johnston, “Party Picked Old Path, Pelosi Says,” San Francisco Examiner, February 3, 1985, p. A4.
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Chapter Eight: Sala
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“She was kind of all over the place”: Author interview with Douglas Foster.

“extremely disciplined and annoyingly on message”: Author interview with Jerry Roberts.
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her campaign’s internal polling showed: Interview with Eric Jaye, a consultant on Pelosi’s 1987 campaign, by Marc Sandalow, 2007.
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Chapter Nine: Earthquake
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“You’d think we’re having a meeting”: Jim Abrams, “House Vote Bans Federal Money for Needle Exchange,” Associated Press via Cincinnati Enquirer, April 30, 1998.
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“It was Nancy who said”: Author interview with Thomas Downey.
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Chapter Ten: “I Don’t Think These Boys Know How to Win”
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“She’s from Baltimore”: John Murtha, interview with Marc Sandalow, April 20, 2007.
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“Pelosi one of the premier leaders”: Notes dictated by John Murtha on May 12, 2008. John P. Murtha Congressional Papers, 1974–2010, AIS.2010.04, Archives & Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh Library System.
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Gephardt stayed out of the race: Author interview with a knowledgeable Democrat, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“With a citizen”: Author interview with Art Agnos.

Pelosi and the political action committee: Juliet Eilperin, “The Making of Madam Whip,” Washington Post, January 6, 2002.

Pelosi had given more money: Green and Harris, Choosing the Leader.
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Ninety members had signed: Eleanor Clift, “Capitol Letter: Old Boys’ Club,” Newsweek, July 25, 2001.

“I’ll just take a deep breath”: Karen Hosler, “Democrat Struggle Has Md. History,” Baltimore Sun, August 12, 2001, p. 1.

Chapter Eleven: War
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“If she calls”: Sandalow, Madam Speaker, p. 196, from an interview with Catherine Dodd.
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“When I first went on”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

In 1991, she and two others: The other members of Congress who joined the Tiananmen Square protest were John Miller of Washington State and Ben Jones of North Carolina.
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Murtha agreed to support the measure: David Rogers and David S. Cloud, “Bush, House Reach Pact on Iraq Resolution,” Wall Street Journal, October 3, 2002.
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She told aides she was sure of it: Author interview with Brendan Daly.

“He’s gone”: Sandalow, “U.S. Kills 40 Civilians in Village Attack.”

Chapter Twelve: Leader

“I had to make an instant decision”: Nancy Pelosi with Amy Hill Hearth, Know Your Power: A Message to America’s Daughters (New York: Doubleday, 2008), p. 105.

By the end of the day: Edward Epstein and Zachary Coile, “Gephardt Quits House Role/Pelosi Says She’s Ready to Run for His Post as Democratic Leader,” San Francisco Chronicle, November 7, 2002.

The yearbook at the Institute of Notre Dame: The Clarissian, Institute of Notre Dame yearbook, 1958.

Pelosi had enough commitments in her pocket: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 105.

“has an ability to find out what’s on a person’s mind”: Author interview with Ben Barnes.

she declared the situation “intolerable”: Marc Sandalow, “Holding Out for Dreams,” San Francisco Chronicle Magazine, June 9, 1996, p. 3.

her allies distributed posters: The poster is included in the photo section of this book.

The poster listed a website: The URL now redirects to dccc.org, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

Cook Political Report rated just fourteen Republican: Amy Walter, “What August Ratings Can Tell Us About November Results,” Cook Political Report, August 2, 2018.

then had his sentence commuted: Michael D. Shear and Maggie Haberman, “Trump Grants Clemency to Blagojevich, Milken and Kerik,” New York Times, February 18, 2020.

“I love people who are operational”: Naftali Bendavid, The Thumpin’: How Rahm Emanuel and the Democrats Learned to Be Ruthless and Ended the Republican Revolution (New York: Doubleday, 2007), p. 144.

She would tell associates: Author interview with a Democratic member of Congress, speaking on condition of anonymity.

He sometimes complained: Bendavid, The Thumpin’, pp. 143–45.

She raised an astonishing amount of money: Jennifer Steinhauer, “With the House in the Balance, Pelosi Serves as a Focal Point for Both Parties,” New York Times, October 30, 2006.

She would call House Democrats: Bendavid, The Thumpin’, p. 145.

He called the war “a flawed policy”: “House Democrat Calls for Immediate Withdrawal from Iraq,” Associated Press, November 17, 2005.

The House GOP had to deal: Florida representative Mark Foley resigned from Congress on September 29, 2006. At issue was not only his behavior and that of another congressman but also the lack of response by Republican leaders and their staff to previous complaints about his behavior.

“We cannot continue down this catastrophic path”: “Democratic Leadership Election Reaction,” C-SPAN, November 7, 2006.

The story described Bush as “humbled”: Kenneth R. Bazinet, “It’s the George and Nancy Show. Episode One: Grin and Bear it,” (New York) Daily News, November 10, 2006, p. 7.

“Obviously, they had suffered a bad defeat”: Author interview with Brendan Daly.

“The phone rings in the hospital room”: Author interview with Art Agnos.

“Speaker Pelosi has no relationship”: Scott Shafer, “Failure to End War Grates on House Speaker Pelosi,” NPR, June 18, 2008.

Some significant bipartisan legislation: Brian Naylor, “Legislative Legacy Works to Pelosi’s Detriment,” Morning Edition, NPR, November 4, 2010.

“Given her record”: Marc Sandalow, “Could Pelosi, Bush Get Along?,” (Fort Wayne, IN) Journal-Gazette, October 8, 2006, p. 9A.

“He was not afraid to say”: Author interview with Andrew Card.

She called ending the war: Marc Sandalow, Madam Speaker: Nancy Pelosi’s Life, Times, and Rise to Power (New York: Modern Times, 2008), p. 293.

Pelosi was outraged: Bob Woodward, The War Within: A Secret White House History, 2006–2008 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), p. 339.

“I’m very, very worried”: Woodward, The War Within, p. 339.

Bush later told Woodward: Woodward, The War Within, pp. 339–40. The meeting was on March 29, 2007.

“The president has a tin ear”: Shafer, “Failure to End War Grates on House Speaker Pelosi.”

The headline on the Associated Press: Erica Werner, “Pelosi’s First Year Full of Frustration,” Associated Press, January 1, 2008.

“It’s one of the biggest mistakes”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“Democrats are not about getting even”: Lisa Mascaro, “Pelosi’s No Fan of Impeachment: Just Ask Clinton and Bush,” Associated Press, March 21, 2019.

The group Code Pink propped up: Jesse McKinley, “Home in San Francisco, Pelosi Gets the Crawford Treatment,” New York Times, March 13, 2007.

“I believe that Nancy Pelosi”: Ben Terrall, “Cindy Sheehan Challenges Democratic Party Complacency,” CounterPunch, January 22, 2008.

She accused congressional Democrats: Rachel Kapochunas, “Cindy Sheehan to Pelosi: Impeach Bush, or I’ll Run Against You,” Congressional Quarterly, July 9, 2007.

“Now we impeach Bush”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“I think she’s a very impressive person”: “Trump in 2008: It’d Be ‘Wonderful’ If Pelosi Impeached Bush over Iraq,” CNN, December 19, 2019.

Chapter Thirteen: Meltdown

“Madam Speaker, tomorrow morning”: Nancy Pelosi, “Pelosi: The Day I Heard Our Economy Might Fail,” USA Today, September 17, 2013.

“Go tell Congress we’re fixing”: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

Pelosi suspected that the administration: Pelosi, “The Day I Heard Our Economy Might Fail.”

“You’re the Speaker of the House”: Pelosi, “The Day I Heard Our Economy Might Fail.”

“You’re asking me”: Pelosi, “The Day I Heard Our Economy Might Fail.”

President Bush and House Republican Leader John Boehner: Author interviews with Andy Card and with John Boehner.

Bush had told advisers: Author interview with a senior official in the Bush administration, speaking on condition of anonymity.

As clouds gathered: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

“Nothing we say will calm”: John Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss,” Atlantic, January 2019.

When they hung up: Ben S. Bernanke, The Courage to Act: A Memoir of a Crisis and Its Aftermath (New York: W. W. Norton, 2017), p. 305.

Pelosi’s chief of staff, John Lawrence: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

Paulson and Bernanke and other key participants: Henry M. Paulson Jr., On the Brink: Inside the Race to Stop the Collapse of the Global Financial System (New York: Business Plus, 2010). Bernanke, The Courage to Act.

“This is only going to work”: Author interview with James Wilkinson. The exchange was reported in Andrew Ross Sorkin, Too Big to Fail: The Inside Story of How Wall Street and Washington Fought to Save the Financial System—and Themselves (New York: Penguin, 2010), p. 442.

Bernanke, a professorial sort: Bernanke, The Courage to Act, pp. 305–6.

“If we do not act immediately”: Pelosi, “The Day I Heard Our Economy Might Fail.”

“once in 100 years”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

“I glanced over at Bernanke”: Author interview with John Boehner. The observation was reported in Tim Alberta, American Carnage: On the Front Lines of the Republican Civil War and the Rise of President Trump (New York: Harper, 2019), p. 27.

Paulson “then put forth”: Pelosi, “The Day I Heard Our Economy Might Fail.”

Paulson’s account of this differed: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

Reid asked how much: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

Paulson already had a number in mind: Paulson, On the Brink, p. 258.

“spook them before they got started”: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

After a moment: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

“History was sort of hanging over it”: Good Morning America, ABC, September 19, 2008, quoted in David Herszenhorn, “Congressional Leaders Stung by Warnings,” New York Times, September 19, 2008.

“Let’s get it done”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

That afternoon, McCain made a dramatic proposal: David Greene, “Charting McCain’s ‘Suspended Campaign,’” NPR, September 25, 2008.

“Senator Obama will be speaking”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

“We need to hear from John”: Author interview with a participant in the room, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“I told you you’d miss me”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

Her view on that would soften: On July 16, 2020, at her weekly news conference, Nancy Pelosi was asked about President Trump’s response to COVID-19. “I yearn for other Republican presidents,” she said. “While we may have disagreed on many points, at least we had a shared commitment to the governance of our country.”

“Well, I’ve clearly lost control”: Paulson, On the Brink, p. 299.

“genuflecting at the altar of the Speaker”: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

“You can’t be a virgin if”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

“The American people are expecting something”: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

Neel Kashkari, a Treasury official: Neel Kashkari would run for governor of California in 2014, losing to Jerry Brown, then become president of the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis.

“When is the Asshole caucus”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

“We have a situation where on Wall Street”: Congressional Record, September 29, 2008, H10337-1.

Even some of her allies winced: Janet Hook, “Pelosi’s Tactics Come Under Scrutiny,” Los Angeles Times, October 1, 2008.

“Hank, you’re going down”: Paulson, On the Brink, p. 319.

“We’re finished”: John Shaw, interview on PBS NewsHour, “Rescue Bill Failure Shocks Wall Street,” September 29, 2008.

“She was really pissed at me”: Author interview with John Boehner.

On the Bloomberg terminal at his desk: Bernanke, The Courage to Act, p. 334.

“Call me when you have the votes”: Lawrence, “When America Stared into the Abyss.”

“You’ll never get credit for a disaster”: Author interview with Henry Paulson Jr.

“Same anger”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

Chapter Fourteen: PelosiCare

At his victory party: “Scott Brown Victory Speech,” C-SPAN, January 19, 2010.

Some headed to a Capitol Hill bar: Steven Brill, America’s Bitter Pill: Money, Politics, Backroom Deals, and the Fight to Fix Our Broken Healthcare System (New York: Random House, 2015), p. 186.

“We were working out of Pelosi’s office”: Author interview with Jeanne Lambrew.

“We will get the job done”: Erica Werner, “Obama, Democrats Need to Reconsider,” Associated Press via Coos Bay (OR) World, January 20, 2010, p. 6. Romney was later elected to the U.S. Senate from Utah.

“to pass a health care bill”: Stephanie Condon, “Scott Brown Win Shakes Up Health Care Fight,” CBS News, January 20, 2010.

President Obama expressed caution: Henry J. Pulizzi and Patrick Yoest, “Obama Retreats on Health-Care Bill,” Wall Street Journal, January 21, 2010.

An aide to Senate majority leader Harry Reid: Brill, America’s Bitter Pill, p. 187. Karen Ignagni, president and CEO of America’s Health Insurance Plans (AHIP), on January 21 emailed one of her White House contacts with a message for senior Obama adviser Valerie Jarrett: “Leader Reid’s office said we are done with health care for the year.”

“Well, I had my doubts”: Author interview with Harry Reid.

“We heard”: Tory Newmyer, “House Democrats Seeking Answers,” Roll Call, January 20, 2010.

“The debate was centered on two huge questions”: David Axelrod, Believer: My Forty Years in Politics (New York: Penguin Press, 2015), pp. 371–72.

“Mr. President, you’ve made a commitment”: Axelrod, Believer, pp. 371–72.

“We were starting fresh, entrepreneurial”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“There was zero chance he would be greeted”: Axelrod, Believer, p. 373.

In the Senate, Democrats picked up eight seats: The Minnesota Senate race remained unsettled for months. After a recount, Democrat Al Franken was finally declared the winner on July 7, 2009.

“I think they started throwing furniture”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

News coverage described abortion funding: Staff of the Washington Post, Landmark: The Inside Story of America’s New Health Care Law—the Affordable Care Act—and What It Means for Us All (New York: PublicAffairs, 2010), p. 36.

Finally, on Saturday: The bill passed on November 7, 2009.

Obama called Pelosi: Barack Obama mentioned the phone call in his memoir, A Promised Land, published in November 2020.

That’s why Massachusetts senator Ted Kennedy: Nancy Pelosi included reconciliation provisions in another priority as well, a higher education bill, the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act, or SAFRA. In an interview, she told the author that she had tried and failed to also include reconciliation in that year’s climate-change bill, the American Clean Energy and Security Act.

At the time, Budget chairman Kent Conrad: Author interviews with several senior White House and congressional advisers, speaking on condition of anonymity.

Obama told me that he and Pelosi: Author interview with Barack Obama.

“She wasn’t going to right off the bat”: Author interview with Barack Obama.

it was Pelosi who first recognized: Author interviews with two senior White House sources, speaking on condition of anonymity. This account was confirmed by a senior adviser to Nancy Pelosi.

She would have to brainstorm: Author interviews with several senior advisers to President Obama and several senior aides to Speaker Pelosi, speaking on condition of anonymity.

Some of those in the room: Author interviews with several senior advisers to President Obama and several senior aides to Speaker Pelosi, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“I said, ‘We’re not going’”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“I remember her turning to the president”: John Lawrence, “Who Is?,” Apple podcast with Sean Morrow, iHeartRadio and NowThis, January 7, 2020.

“The Senate bill was terrible”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“eensy, weensy spider, teeny tiny”: Christine Pelosi, The Nancy Pelosi Way, p. 110.

“We will go through the gate”: “If the Gate Is Closed, We Will Go over the Fence, If the Fence Is Too High, We Will Pole Vault In,” Speaker of the House Newsroom, transcript of Nancy Pelosi’s weekly news conference in the Capitol, January 28, 2010.

Kathleen Sebelius was another: Author interviews with Nancy Pelosi and Kathleen Sebelius. Nancy D’Alesandro graduated from Trinity College in 1962, Kathleen Gilligan in 1970.

The letter was a sort of insurance policy: Author interview with a knowledgeable source, speaking on condition of anonymity.

The president would make the letter: The address to Congress was on September 9, 2009.

House Democrats would have to swallow: The “Cornhusker Kickback” or “Cornhusker Compromise,” negotiated with Nebraska senator Ben Nelson, gave Nebraska a permanent exemption from the state share of Medicaid expansion for the state. The “Louisiana Purchase,” negotiated with Louisiana senator Mary Landrieu, gave additional federal aid for Medicaid recipients in Louisiana. Source: Brian Montopoli, “Tallying the Health Care Bill’s Giveaways,” CBS News, December 21, 2009.

“I’ll take all sixty-eight”: Sheryl Gay Stolberg, Jeff Zeleny, and Carl Hulse, “Health Vote Caps a Journey Back from the Brink,” New York Times, March 20, 2010.

“I call Father Hesburgh and say”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi. She and the Reverend Theodore Hesburgh were close. She kept in her outer office a large bronze statue he had given her depicting the Visitation, when Mary, then pregnant with Jesus, met with Elizabeth, pregnant with Saint John the Baptist.

Pelosi told Hesburgh: Author interview with a source close to Joe Donnelly.

She disputed that: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“Well, I think I’m going to vote for it”: Author interview with a source close to Joe Donnelly.

“I got you elected”: Brill, America’s Bitter Pill, p. 190. Attributed to White House aide Nancy-Ann DeParle.

“The Speaker was like my grandma”: Author interview with John Boccieri.

“It was like Eisenhower looking in the eyes”: Author interview with House Democrat on Pelosi’s leadership team, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“She said, ‘The Senate screws’”: Author interview with Harry Reid.

“You’ve heard about the controversies”: James Hohmann, “Pelosi: People Won’t Appreciate Reform Until It Passes,” Politico, March 9, 2010.

But some were skeptical: Carl Hulse and Jeff Zeleny, “G.O.P. Senator Is Sworn In, and Democrats Regroup,” New York Times, February 4, 2010.

“I don’t go places in a rage”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“were becoming more convinced”: Author interview with Kathleen Sebelius.

Just about everyone in Washington: Author interviews with two senior White House advisers, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“There are a number of things”: Patrick O’Connor and Glenn Thrush, “Pelosi Swipes at Obama’s Promises,” Politico, January 5, 2010.

“There were some people who should”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

it included only a passing reference: “Obama’s Deal,” Frontline, PBS, Season 2010, Episode 15, April 13, 2010.

“I think she respected Obama”: Author interview with Leon Panetta. At the time of the Affordable Care Act vote, he was director of the Central Intelligence Agency. Later, President Obama appointed him secretary of defense. In the Clinton administration, he had served as White House chief of staff and director of the Office of Management and Budget.

“He didn’t fully appreciate”: Author interview with George Miller.

It was after midnight when the president: Greg Rosalsky, “Voices: Something to Celebrate,” Princeton Alumni Weekly, January 5, 2017.

But the Affordable Care Act had passed: The fifty-five-page “sidecar” bill of amendments allowed under reconciliation passed as promised, on March 25, 2010.

“He said, ‘I’m happier tonight’”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“Well, the person you really should call”: Author interview with Hillary Clinton.

The audience broke into a chant: “Health Care Bill Signing Ceremony,” C-SPAN, March 23, 2010.

“Hell, I’ve flown planes in combat”: Author interview with John Boccieri.

“We come here to do a job”: Deirdre Walsh, “Nancy Pelosi Gives 14 Million Reasons Why Chuck Schumer Is Wrong,” CNN.com, November 26, 2014.

“PelosiCare,” the button said: Author interview with Steve Cohen. The buttons were dated October 1, 2013. A picture of one is included in the photographs section of this book.

Chapter Fifteen: Back in the Wilderness

Nancy Pelosi found herself: Interview with a House confidante of Nancy Pelosi, speaking on condition of anonymity.

They prepared a list of her legislative achievements: Author interview with a knowledgeable source, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“She was struggling at that time”: Author interview with Richard Trumka.

“When she did finally run for Congress”: Author interview with Paul Pelosi.

“Ten years seemed like a very long time”: Nancy Pelosi with Amy Hill Hearth, Know Your Power: A Message to America’s Daughters (New York: Doubleday, 2008), p. 106.

“It’s never going to be me”: Mark Barabak, “Nancy Pelosi Hints at Short-Term Lease on House Speakership,” Los Angeles Times, October 19, 2018.

“Members called me”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

The losses were the worst for a party: The 2010 election losses were the worst for a party in a midterm election since 1938. Then, at the midpoint of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s second term, Democrats lost seventy-two seats in the aftermath of a recession and after the defeat of FDR’s controversial plan to expand the Supreme Court.

One study calculated that: Campaign Media Analysis Group study of 2010 ad spending, conducted for CNN. Source: Paul Steinhauser and Abby Livingston, “Anti-Pelosi Ads Break Records,” CNN, November 8, 2010.

She had “an uncanny ability”: Author interview with Paul Pelosi.

“Nancy Pelosi was literally the best gift”: Author interview with Sean Spicer.

Americans by two to one had: CNN/Opinion Research Corporation national poll taken the weekend before the 2010 midterms. Source: Steinhauser and Livingston, “Anti-Pelosi Ads Break Records.” Her favorable/unfavorable rating was 26 percent to 53 percent.

She had decided to stay and fight: Author interview with a knowledgeable source, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“Conditions are starting to gel”: John Feehery, “Politico: Coup Conditions Form Around Pelosi,” Reuters, May 19, 2009. Feehery worked for the House Republican leadership from 1989 to 2005.

“If we are going to become”: Carl Hulse, “Despite Losses, Nancy Pelosi Will Run for House Post,” New York Times, November 5, 2010.

conferred with top aides about: Jake Sherman and Anna Palmer, The Hill to Die On: The Battle for Congress and the Future of Trump’s America (New York: Crown, 2019), p. 38-39.

But even Shuler said he was surprised: Jonathan Allen and John Bresnahan, “Pelosi Survives Rebellion,” Politico, November 17, 2010. Note: Heath Shuler left Congress two years later. He was succeeded by Republican Mark Meadows, who would chair the Freedom Caucus and step down in 2020 to become White House chief of staff for President Trump.

“There have been times where”: Author interview with Barack Obama.

had more trouble keeping: David M. Herszenhorn, “Before Family and Friends, Passing a Gavel Heavy with Symbolism,” New York Times, January 5, 2011.

Not since 1923 had the leader of a party: Aaron Blake, “John Boehner Just Endured the Biggest Revolt Against a House Speaker in More Than 150 Years,” Washington Post, January 6, 2015. In 2015, John Boehner won reelection as Speaker, but he lost fifteen Republican votes, more of his own partisan troops than Nancy Pelosi had in 2011.

Nancy Pelosi sat in the back: John Bresnahan, “The Rise and Fall of Nancy Pelosi,” Politico, November 3, 2010.

Nancy Pelosi issued a crisp news release: “Pelosi Names Congressman Steve Israel to Serve as Chairman of the DCCC,” Office of the Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, November 19, 2010.

“It’s twenty-five seats”: Author interview with Steve Israel.

“Don’t agonize; organize”: Pelosi, Know Your Power, p. 75.

“faith-based initiative”: Karen Tumulty and Paul Kane, “Inside Nancy Pelosi’s Drive to Win the House Majority Back for Democrats,” Washington Post, June 26, 2011.

“We’re not going to let the clouds”: Author interview with Steve Israel.

“She just became the football coach”: Author interview with Steve Israel.

“We didn’t lose the election because of me”: “Nancy Pelosi: We Don’t Let Republicans Choose Our Leaders,” Morning Edition, NPR, November 11, 2010.

“They not only failed to defend”: Bresnahan, “The Rise and Fall of Nancy Pelosi.”

“two generals, a colonel”: Mike Lillis, “Pelosi: House Is ‘in Play’ in 2012,” The Hill, November 4, 2011.

“And she says to me”: Author interview with Steve Israel.

“the most conservative, cold-blooded”: Nancy Pelosi at a forum in Charlotte, North Carolina, hosted by the Atlantic and National Journal, September 4, 2012.

Democrats gained eight seats: “Presidential Results by Congressional District,” Polidata.

“Working on the Affordable Care Act”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

There were a record eighty women: “History of Women in the U.S. Congress,” Center for American Women and Politics, Eagleton Institute of Politics, Rutgers University.

“I guess he wanted to spend more time”: Transcript of Pelosi, House Democratic Women press conference, Office of Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi, November 14, 2012.

Later, she told me that she had never: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

Their rivalry was a source of amusement: Author interview with a member of the House Republican leadership, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“I never told”: Author interview with James Clyburn.

“She was really offended”: Author interview with a Democratic member of Congress close Nancy Pelosi, speaking on condition of anonymity.

“They wiped the floor with us”: Lauren French and John Bresnahan, “Democrats Lash Out at Pelosi,” Politico, November 17, 2014.

Hoyer backed New Jersey’s Frank Pallone: John Bresnahan, “Pallone Win a Victory for Hoyer,” Politico, November 24, 2014.

the Democratic Caucus unanimously reelected: Lauren French and John Bresnahan, “Pelosi Reelected House Minority Leader,” Politico, November 18, 2014.

Speculation started to percolate: Lauren French, “The Scramble Is On to Succeed Pelosi,” Politico, March 24, 2015.

Pelosi outlined to her inner circle: Author interview with a Democratic member of Congress who was in Pelosi’s inner circle, speaking on condition of anonymity.

If he could get commitments: Author interviews with two knowledgeable congressional Democrats, speaking on condition of anonymity.

If he wanted to run for the Senate: Author interview with Chris Van Hollen.

Twenty-four hours later: Arelis R. Hernández, “Rep. Chris Van Hollen Says He Will Run for Mikulski’s Senate Seat in 2016,” Washington Post, March 4, 2015. His top primary opponent was Representative Donna Edwards, who would have been the first Black senator from Maryland.

“Hey, buddy, I’ve made a decision”: Author interview with Chris Van Hollen.

He went to Pelosi’s office to tell her: This account of events behind the scenes is based on interviews with four Democratic members of Congress who participated in key meetings and conversations.

Becerra accepted: Xavier Becerra was then elected California attorney general in 2018.

Crowley decided to stick around: The departure of several rising Democrats had some parallels with Republicans in the late 1980s. Frustrated by their minority status, Trent Lott of Mississippi ran for the Senate, and Jack Kemp of New York ran for president.

“Change is necessary”: Heather Caygle and John Bresnahan, “Besieged Pelosi Favored to Survive,” Politico, November 30, 2016.

“Well, they keep losing”: “Ohio Rep. Tim Ryan Steps Up Challenge to Nancy Pelosi,” Morning Edition, NPR, November 18, 2016.

“I had been watching”: Author interview with Tim Ryan.

In private, though: Author interviews with members of Congress and senior staffers, conducted on condition of anonymity.

When they met, Democrats amended: Rema Rahman and Lindsey McPherson, “House Democrats Change Rules to Elect Leaders,” CQ Roll Call, December 1, 2016.

Chapter Sixteen: Pelosi v. Trump: Round One

White House staffers had prepared: Author interview with Sean Spicer.

“So I’m thinking”: Author conversation with Nancy Pelosi.

Independent fact-checkers already had: Lewis Jacobson, “Donald Trump’s Pants on Fire Claim That Millions of Illegal Votes Cost Him Popular Vote Victory,” Politifact, November 28, 2016. Glenn Kessler, “Recidivism Watch: Trump’s Claim That Millions of People Voted Illegally,” Washington Post Fact Checker, January 24, 2017.

“The reason I bring that up”: Author conversation with Nancy Pelosi.

“She’s an assassin”: Author interview with Steve Bannon. Bannon’s comment at this White House meeting that Nancy Pelosi was “an assassin” was first reported in Phil Rucker and Carol Leonnig, A Very Stable Genius: Donald J. Trump’s Testing of America (New York: Penguin Press, 2020), p. 27.

“gave it much credence”: Susan Page, “Sen. Chuck Schumer ‘Worries’ When It Comes to Trump and Facts,” USA Today, January 24, 2017.

not everyone else on Trump’s staff: Author interview with Sean Spicer.

Pelosi told reporters: Michael D. Shear and Emmarie Huetteman, “Trump Repeats Lie About Popular Vote in Meeting with Lawmakers,” New York Times, January 23, 2017.

“If you don’t know anything”: Author conversation with Nancy Pelosi.

“I’m a likeable guy”: Matt Flegenheimer and Maggie Haberman, “‘You’re the Best,’ Trump Once Told Pelosi. Can They Deal Again?,” New York Times, May 1, 2017.

he would last in the post: Representative Charles Rangel stepped down as Ways and Means Committee chair in 2010 in the midst of a House Ethics Committee investigation into accusations of misdeeds involving fund-raising, payment of taxes, use of rent-controlled apartments provided by a real estate developer, and other actions. Republican leader John Boehner criticized Speaker Nancy Pelosi and other Democratic leaders for not taking action earlier against Rangel. Source: Carl Hulse and David M. Herszenhorn, “Rangel Steps Aside from Post During Ethics Inquiry,” New York Times, March 3, 2010.

“We went there to talk about things”: Nancy Pelosi, interview with Dana Bash of CNN at a fiscal summit sponsored by the Peter G. Peterson Foundation, May 11, 2016.

Trump contributed $20,000: Donald J. Trump, Federal Election Commission records, 2005–2006.

“Nancy—you’re the best”: Flegenheimer and Haberman, “‘You’re the Best,’ Trump Once Told Pelosi.”

“the north and south poles of a magnet”: Author interview with Matt Schlapp.

“I’ll say some things she doesn’t like”: Author interview with Matt Schlapp.

“I think that I’m going to be able to get along”: Donald Trump, interview on MSNBC’s Morning Joe, January 26, 2016.

Some Democrats argued: For instance, Ian Sams, who had been the spokesman for California senator Kamala Harris’s presidential campaign in 2020, wrote on Twitter, “Their ability to be unfazed by his lunacy—while delivering crisp, cutting indictments of his failings under a bright spotlight—is like kryptonite.” Source: @IanSams, March 28, 2020.

the president was intimidated: Author interviews with two senior White House aides, each speaking on condition of anonymity.

“If he respects you”: Jonathan Swan, “Chris Christie Talks His Time with Trump at Manhattan Soiree,” Axios, February 13, 2019. Christie was speaking at a party for his book Let Me Finish at the Manhattan home of hedge fund billionaire Steven Cohen.

“That was his way of basically saying”: Author interview with Sean Spicer.

Trump told congressional allies: Glenn Thrush, “Pelosi Warns Democrats: Stay in the Center or Trump May Contest Election Results,” New York Times, May 4, 2019.

“I don’t hate anybody”: “House Speaker Weekly Briefing,” C-SPAN, December 5, 2019.

“She never prayed for me”: Bob Woodward, Rage (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020), p. 188.

“This is a strain of cat”: David Remnick, “Nancy Pelosi: An Extremely Stable Genius,” New Yorker, September 26, 2019.

He had no regard for the constitutional order: Nancy Pelosi, All Things Considered, NPR, June 2, 2020. “Just when we thought we had seen it all with this president, last night he crossed another threshold of undermining our democracy. That the federal forces would be used to disperse a crowd using billy clubs and tear gas, that takes us to the status of banana republic, to make way for the president to come out.”

She cited his attacks on the news media: Robert Draper, “Nancy Pelosi’s Last Battle,” New York Times Magazine, November 19, 2018.

she called his “cavalier” attitude: “Transcript of Pelosi Weekly Press Conference Today,” Speaker Pelosi Newsroom, June 13, 2019.

“If we win by four seats”: Glenn Thrush, “Pelosi Warns Democrats: Stay in the Center or Trump May Contest Election Results,” New York Times, May 4, 2019.

“If she had lost to Mitt Romney”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi. Mitt Romney, the former Massachusetts governor, was the Republican presidential nominee in 2012. Arizona senator John McCain was the Republican presidential nominee in 2008. George W. Bush was the Republican presidential nominee in 2000 and 2004.

“the most dangerous person”: Cynthia Littleton, “How Nancy Pelosi Emerged as a Media Star and Trump’s Most Formidable Foe,” Variety, March 3, 2020.

“This is a setback”: Justin Fishel et al., “Ryan Pulls ‘Fundamentally Flawed’ GOP Health Care Bill Following Call from Trump,” ABC News, March 24, 2017.

Not a single Democrat voted for it: Thomas Kaplan and Robert Pear, “House Passes Measure to Repeal and Replace the Affordable Care Act,” New York Times, May 4, 2017.

he cast the decisive thumbs-down vote: Arizona senator John McCain died on August 25, 2018.
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“Impeachment is so divisive”: Joe Heim, “Nancy Pelosi on Impeaching Trump: ‘He’s Just Not Worth It,’” Washington Post Magazine, March 11, 2019.

Lawsuits were filed: The Trump White House adopted a general policy of refusing to respond to virtually all requests for testimony and documents, prompting Democrats to launch lawsuits that would take months, sometimes years, to resolve.
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Chapter Nineteen: The Coronavirus Campaign
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“Did all this hurly-burly”: R. Emmett Tyrrell Jr., “Pelosi, Schiff Are the Real Time Wasters as Coronavirus Started,” Boston Herald, April 17, 2020.

he acknowledged: Woodward, Rage, p. 286. “I wanted to always play it down… because I don’t want to create a panic,” President Trump told Woodward.

The president ridiculed: @realDonaldTrump, Twitter, April 16, 2020, 2:24 p.m. The tweet read, “Crazy Nancy Pelosi… wanted everyone to pack into Chinatown long after I closed the BORDER TO CHINA. Based on her statement, she is responsible for many deaths. She’s an incompetent, third-rate politician!”

Pelosi had assured: “Pelosi Tours San Francisco’s Chinatown to Quell Coronavirus Fears,” CBS SF BayArea, February 24, 2020.

the White House submitted: Nancy Cook and Caitlin Emma, “Trump Sending Coronavirus Budget Request to Congress,” Politico, February 24, 2020.

“Long overdue”: @SpeakerPelosi, Twitter, February 25, 2020, 12:11 a.m. The tweet read, “Americans need a coordinated, fully-funded, whole-of-government response to keep them and their loved ones safe. The President’s request for coronavirus response funding is long overdue and completely inadequate to the scale of this emergency.”

She was treating: Bradley Byrne, “Pelosi’s Coronavirus Power Grab,” Wall Street Journal, May 3, 2020.

“Was it a hard year?”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi, October 27, 2020.
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Months later: Nancy Pelosi’s remarks accepting nomination for Speaker, provided by an aide.
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Epilogue: The Lessons of Power
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“impeachment malpractice”: John Bolton, The Room Where It Happened: A White House Memoir (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020), p. 484.
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“It took me three Congresses to get her”: Author interview with Harry Reid. Reid said the committee involved was the Appropriations Committee, although the assignment that Berkley eventually got was on the Ways and Means Committee.

“Her book is Know Your Power”: Author interview with Steny Hoyer.

“He’s running for governor”: Author interview with Rosa DeLauro.

“I consider myself a weaver”: Author interview with Nancy Pelosi.

“She is always whipping or weaving”: Marisa Lagos, “Speaker Nancy Pelosi Was Made for This Moment,” The California Report, KQED, September 26, 2019.

“A deranged, unhinged, dangerous president”: Nancy Pelosi interview with Lesley Stahl on CBS’s 60 Minutes, January 10, 2021.
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