Armed Madhouse – Greg Palast

CHAPTER 4  - Kerry Won. Now Get Over It.

because they're putting '08 in their pocket. Republicans just seem to have that winning spirit. They also have caging lists, felons of the future, rotting ballots, snuffed canaries, and a lock on the votes of Kissinger​Americans and the undead.

WARNING! There are cranks and kooks and crazies out there on the Internet who say that George Bush lost the 2004 election, like one titled, "Kerry Won" published on the TomPaine.com Web site two days after the election. I wrote it.

On November 11, a week after TomPaine.com published it, I received an e‑mail from The New York Times Washington bureau. Hot on the investigation of the veracity of the vote, the Times reporter asked me pointed questions:

Question #1: Are you a "sore loser"? 

Question #2: Are you a "conspiracy nut"?

There was no third question. Investigation of the vote was, for the Times at any rate, complete. The next day, the paper's thorough analysis of the evidence yielded this front‑page story, "VOTE FRAUD THEORIES, SPREAD BY BLOGS, ARE QUICKLY BURIED."

As America's self‑proclaimed Paper of Record had no space for the facts, I thought I'd share some with you here.

"Kerry Won" was not a two‑day inquiry a la Times. It was the latest in a series of investigative reports coming out of a four-year team examination, begun for BBC Television's Newsnight, Britain's Guardian papers and Harper's magazine, dissecting that greasy sausage called American electoral democracy.

And, by the way, the answer to Question #1: I didn't lose, so I'm not sore. This investigation isn't about John Kerry. As a journalist, I don't give a toss which rich white kid won the game. But I'm not so blasé that I don't care about the disappearance of American democ​racy And I really wanted to know how the Bushes swallowed the sausage.

How'd they do it? Again. And how will they do it in '08? The answer arrived just after midnight on October 8, 2004, three weeks before the official voting, in a series of extraordinary emails. The e‑mails were intended for the chieftains of the president's reelection campaign in Washington. Strangely enough, they were misaddressed and ended up in my mailbox. Such things happen.

Night of the Uncounted: How to Disappear Three Million Votes

But the e‑mails and their technical attachments won't mean a thing unless you understand some arcane facts about elections American-style.

First, take a look at these two balls on the next page.

These are CNN's Ohio exit polls broadcast just after midnight after the voting ended on Election Day. They show John Kerry defeated George Bush among women voters by 53% to 47%. And among men voters, Kerry defeated Bush 51% to 49%.

So here's your question, class: What third sex put George Bush over the top in Ohio and gave him the White House?

Answer: the uncounted.

The nasty little secret of American democracy is that, in every national election, ballots cast are simply thrown in the garbage - millions of them. Most are called "spoiled," supposedly unreadable, damaged, invalid. They just don't get counted.

In Ohio, there were 153,237 ballots simply thrown away, more than the Bush "victory" margin. In New Mexico the uncounted vote was five times the Bush alleged victory margin of 5,988. In Iowa, Bush's triumph of 13,498 was overwhelmed by 36,811 votes rejected. In all, over three million votes were cast but never counted in the 2004 presidential election. The official number is bad enough 1,855,827 ballots cast not counted, reported to the federal government's Election's Assistance Commission. But the feds are missing data from several cities and entire states too embarrassed to report the votes they failed to count. Correcting for the under‑reporting of the undercount, the number of ballots cast but never counted goes to 3,600,380. And there are certainly more we couldn't locate to tote up. Why doesn't your government tell you this? Hey, they do. It's right there in black and white on a U.S. Census Bureau announcement released seven months after the election - in a footnote to the report on voter
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turnout. The Census tabulation of voters voting "differs," it reads, from ballots tallied by the Clerk of the House of Representatives for the 2004 presidential race by 3.4 million votes.

This is the hidden presidential count, which, with the exception of the Census's whispered footnote, has not been reported. In the voting biz, most of these lost votes are called "spoilage." Spoilage, not the voters, picked our President for us.

Unfortunately, that's not all. In addition to the 3 million ballots uncounted due to technical "glitches," millions more were lost because the voters were prevented from casting their ballots in the first place. This group of un‑votes includes voters illegally denied registration or wrongly purged from the registries.

Joe Stalin, the story goes, said, "It's not the people who vote that count; it's the people who count the votes." That may have been true in the old Soviet Union, but in the USA, the game is much, much subtler: He who makes sure votes don't get counted decides our winners.

In the lead‑up to the 2004 race, millions of Americans were, not unreasonably, panicked about computer voting machines, "black boxes," that could flip your vote from John Kerry to George Bush. Images abounded of an evil hacker-genius in Dick Cheney's bunker rewriting code and zapping the totals. But that's not how it went down. The computer scare was the McGuffin, the fake detail used by magicians to keep your eye off their hands. The new black boxes played their role, albeit minor, but the principal means of the election heist - voiding ballots, overwhelmingly of the poor and Black - went unexposed, unreported and most importantly, uncorrected and ready to roll out on a grander scale in 2008.

Like a forensic CSI unit, we can perform a postmortem starting with the exhumation of more than 3 million uncounted votes:

• Provisional Ballots Rejected. An entirely new species of ballot debuted nationwide in 2004, the "provisional ballot." These were crucial to the Bush victory. Not that Republicans won this "provisional" vote. Republicans won by the rejection of provisional bal​lots that were cast overwhelmingly in Democratic precincts. The sum of "the uncounted" is astonishing: 676,676 ballots lost in the counties reporting to the federal government. Add in the missing jurisdictions and the un‑vote climbs to over a million: 1,090,729 provisional ballots tossed out.

• Spoiled Ballots. You vote, you assume it's counted. Think again. These are the votes that bad machines fail to record. Your "x" was too light for a machine to read. You didn't punch the card hard enough and so you "hung your chad." Therefore, your vote didn't count and, crucially, you'll never know it. And you'd have lots of company. The federal election assistance agency toted up nearly a million ballots cast not counted. Add in states too shy to report to Washington, the total "spoilage" jumps to a rotten 1,389,231.

• Absentee Ballots Uncounted. The number of absentee ballots has quintupled in many states, with the number rejected on picayune technical grounds rising to over half a million (526,420) in 2004. In swing states, absentee ballot shredding was pandemic.

• Voters Barred from Voting. In this category we find that combina​tion of incompetence and trickery that stops voters from pulling that lever in the first place. There's the purge of "felon" voters from vote registries that continues to eliminate thousands whose only crime is VWB, Voting While Black. It includes subtle games like eliminating polling stations in opponent's districts, creating im​possible lines. No one can pretend to calculate a hard number for all votes lost this way any more than you can find every bullet frag​ment in a mutilated body. But it's a safe bet that the numbers reach into the hundreds of thousands of voters locked out of the voting booth.
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Counting by Colors

So big deal. If the buried ballots split evenly, then Kerry voters didn't get the shaft. But that's not what happens.

Not everyone's vote "spoils" the same.

Look at the maps of Cleveland, Ohio (Cuyahoga County), on the opposing page. That boot‑shaped stain on the top shows the precincts where ballots were thrown away, "spoiled." The vote spoilage boot makes a perfectly matched pair with Cleveland's boot-shaped ghetto shown on the bottom.

The maps tell us: Dive into the electoral Dumpster and you'll find that the ballots rotting away there are very Black.

But why pick on Ohio?

Look at the chart "Rejection of Votes by Race."
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This little gem is taken from an unnoticed appendix to a report by the U.S. Civil Rights Commission. There are two sticks. The short stick shows ballots of "non‑Black" voters rejected: 1.6%. That is, just one in 63 ballots cast by white folk are tossed in the garbage.

Now look at the black stick: 14.4% of Black voters' ballots are tossed in the garbage, uncounted. One in seven.

This bar chart showing racially biased hanky‑panky in the vote count is a statistical analysis of precinct‑by‑precinct data in Florida. Now let's do the arithmetic, class. Given the racial breakdown of Florida's population (13% African‑American), that means that over half (54%) of the "spoiled" votes in Florida were cast by African-American voters.

So what? I'll tell you what, using the 2000 election as an example (no, I haven't gotten over it). Black folk cast 54% of the 179,855 ballots "spoiled" in Florida in that election. Given the nearly unanimous support for Democrats among those Black voters, candidate Al Gore undoubtedly was the choice of the vast majority of those votes thrown in the spoilage bin. Indeed, we can calculate, with high accu​racy, that Gore's total vote in the state would have been higher by 77,000 if all spoiled votes had been tallied18‑in a race officially giving the presidency to Mr. Bush by 537 votes.

I'm not saying that the Bush family "stole" the election, but that in Florida in 2000, Al Gore actually received at least 77,000 more of the votes cast in Florida than Mr. Bush.  They just didn't count them.

But that is the Florida of "Jeb Crow," a very un‑nice name sometimes used for our President's brother Jeb, Governor of the Sunshine State. Other states are different, right?  Wrong. It turns out Florida is, statistically, terribly typical of the USA. Like Florida, 13% of the population of America the Beautiful is 

18 For the arithmetic of vote‑fixing, see "Florida by the *Numbers" at www.GregPalast.com
African‑American, and if you're Black, the chance your vote will be "spoiled" is 900% higher than if you're white, same as in Florida. And that's not pretty.

Consider the effect of spoilage on the Kerry‑Bush tally. Of the 1.4 million spoiled ballots cast and not counted in 2004, based on the racial difference in spoilage, we know that a bit more than half, about three‑quarters of a million of those uncounted votes, were cast by African‑American voters. And we haven't even gone over the horrendous "spoilage" rates among Hispanics and Native Americans. Altogether, nearly a million minority votes were lost in 2004, disappeared, just pfftt!

Add to the 1.4 million spoiled votes the 1.1 million rejected provisionals, all of them race‑loaded, and you've found the key to unlock the strange results of 2004, where voters told exit pollsters they voted "Kerry" but the official count said "Bush." Take a look at these states:

Voters Lie?

Voters Said 

Votes Counted






(Exit Poll)

(Official Tally)



Iowa


Kerry wins by 2%
Bush wins by 1%

 New Mexico

Kerry wins by 2% 
Bush wins by 1%

 Ohio


Kerry wins by 4% 
Bush wins by 2%

Nationwide, 51% told polling agents standing at the voting station exits that, only minutes before, they had voted for Kerry. Only 48% of those leaving the polls said they voted for Bush. But the voters were wrong: They had, said the official tally, voted just the opposite of what they told the polling agents. The official tally was: Bush 51%, Kerry 48%.

The exit polls differed from the official tally because: 

a. voters had temporary amnesia, 

b. voters lie or 

c. not all votes were counted.

I went to sleep election night with the exit polls showing Kerry ahead in swing states. But between 1:05 AM and 6:41 AM the next morning, goblins went to work. By dawn, CNN's exit poll for Ohio showed Kerry dead even with Bush among women, and down by five percentage points among men.

Look at the balls now:

They've changed!

What happened? Were thousands of Bush voters locked in the voting booths, released at 2:00 AM, then queried about their choices? Not quite. The network's polling company applied a fancy algorithm, a mathematical magic wand, to slowly transform the exit polls to match the official count.

And that's bad. By quietly contaminating the exit polls, the networks snuffed the canary that would signal that something was deeply wrong about the vote count.
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Hunting for a Democrat to defend the Twilight Zone between the exit polls and the "official" polls, media latched on to Dick Morris, Bill Clinton's old advisor. An expert at walking that fine line between minor criminality and psychopathic ambition, Morris knows which way his next client's wind blows. On CNN, Morris said:

Exit polls are almost never wrong. So reliable are the surveys that actually tap voters as they leave the polling places that they're used as guides to the relative honesty of elections in Third World countries. To screw up one exit poll is unheard of. To miss six of them is incredible.

His opening was promising, suggesting the Ohio count was as phony as a Ukrainian primary. But then he switches into full Morris:

It boggles the imagination how pollsters could be that incompetent and invites speculation that more than honest error was at play here.

So, Dick, you're telling us there was an evil cabal among six pollsters, competitors who don't even like each other, conspiring one dark night to make George Bush look like a vote thief?

There's another explanation for Kerry's leading the exit polls: Kerry won.

That is, either voters in Ohio (and nationwide) forgot whom they voted for just minutes earlier or, for a small but significant few, the ballots they cast were not counted. But we can count them: Add Ohio's 103,660 "spoiled" votes to the 33,998 provisional ballots rejected to the 15,519 absentee ballots never counted to the several thousand lost due to voting machine shortages (we'll get to that), and mix in the race of the voters who lost their vote and you have a recipe to cook an election, no matter whom the voters choose. The same

November 2, 2004

Night of the Uncounted







Iowa

New Mexico
Ohio


Ballots "Spoiled"


18,847

21,084

103,660


Provisional Ballots Uncounted

7,368

6,593

33,998


Absentee Ballots Uncounted

10,596

4,217

15,519


Ghost Votes and Blocked Votes
unknown
2,087

85,950


Total Uncounted


36,811

33,981

239,127


Bush "Victory" Margin


10,059

5,988

118,599

"Blocked and ghost vote. Totals here include the ghost vote only for New Mexico, and the machine shortage only for Ohio. Registry purges, etc., would increase these total went for Iowa and New Mexico in 2004, and possibly a half dozen others; the voters' choice was undone by the un‑count.

We've got the body (the wounded elections), we've got the bullet holes (the missing votes), now where are the smoking guns? How does the GOP disappear the vote? And why do Democratic ballots spoil so much more readily than Republican ballots? How's it done?

But that little Bill O'Reilly in your head is screaming, Get over it, let's move on already. That's the point of investigation. What they tested in 2000 and practiced in 2004, they are preparing to roll out in 2008, big‑time."

20They've been at it a long time. Readers with sharp calculators and long memories will realize that not only did Al Gore win comfortably in 2000, but so did Hubert Humphrey when he defeated Richard Nixon in 1968‑among the votes cast, but not votes counted.

In fall 2004, my editors wanted to know, How do they keep doing it?  How could the Republican Party keep a million Black ballots from being counted in the face of all those voting reforms passed after the 2000 fiasco? We couldn't figure how they'd game it again. Then we got the e‑mails.

PART 1

"CAGING LISTS": GREAT WHITE REPUBLICANS TAKE VOTERS CAPTIVE

John A. Wooden loves a good joke. We all do, but Wooden is special, because he's also Satan's best friend (if Bush was the Lord's candidate), a prankster and the man who answered a big part of our riddle. Not that he knew it at first.

Wooden runs the WhiteHouse.org site and GeorgeWBush.org. No, he doesn't have a special 'White House security clearance, he just owns sites with those names. What's fun is that all emails that end with "@GeorgeWBush.org" go to him. Unfortunately for the Republican National Committee, a clerk there did not know that confidential missives involving political conspiracy should be sent only to "GeorgeWBush.coni" addresses. The clerk accidentally 'added dot‑org to a name in the "copy to" line instead of dot‑corn. Wooden got them and giggled, then sent them to our offices.

Most of our sources are jittery insiders who drop off brown en​velopes at the risk of their jobs or even their lives. So when our inves​tigator Oliver Shykles called me after midnight on October 8, 2004, to say a joke site was passing on some inscrutable e‑mails from the RNC, I assumed 1) we'd been set up, 2) Wooden was pulling our leg or 3) the e‑mails were the usual worthless self‑preening gasbag baloney that is sent around inside a campaign.

The e‑mails were none of the above. They were hot stuff. The in​tended addressees were Brett Doster and Randy Kammerdiner. Brett directed the entire Bush‑Cheney campaign in Florida; Randy, in

Washington, directed research ops for the Republican National Com​mittee. Tim Griffin, Research Director and Deputy Communications Director for the Bush campaign, also received a copy. And attached to the first e‑mail was a list of about 2,000 names and addresses on a spreadsheet, in a file named "CAGING.XLS." What made this list so special that it had to be flashed immediately to the top Bush campaign honchos?

After our team spent hours going over them, it became clear that virtually every list‑GeorgeBush.org captured over fifty of them, with tens of thousands of names‑were made up entirely of voters in African‑American neighborhoods that we checked against ZIP Codes. The lists included the ghettos of Lauderdale, Pompano Beach and a town with the Gone‑with‑the‑Wind name of Plantation, Florida. Why would the campaign chiefs want that?

With just a couple weeks to go before the vote, I flew to Tallahassee to show the list to Ion Sancho, the supervisor of elections for Leon County. A real straight shooter who favors no party, Sancho is looked on as the final word on voting procedure in the state. He confirmed my new suspicion. "The only thing that I can think of​African​American voters listed like this‑these might be individuals that will be challenged if they attempt to vote on Election Day"

Sancho wasn't happy about the list we showed him. In his entire career of nearly two decades running elections in the capital area, the supervisor had not encountered a single Election Day challenge. He's made sure of that, pointedly warning political parties not to play that game. Moreover, it was known that legions of Black voters were expected to pour in for the 2004 vote, threatening to swamp polling places and build up lines that could cause hours of waiting. If the Republicans challenged thousands of voters, Sancho said, that would "wreck" the entire voting process. "It would discourage and intimidate legitimate voters." It would sabotage voting in Black precincts.

Did Republicans plan a giant ambush for Election Day, challenging and blocking citizens when they showed up to vote?

That would not be nice. And it could be, as well, a crime, a viola​tion of federal voting rights law. BBC laid the lists before Ralph Neas, the famed civil rights attorney, who explained that you cannot chal​lenge the rights of large groups of voters where race is a factor in your targeting, even if individual challenges have some legitimate basis. That's the law.

And political parties, until 2004, have long kept on the good side of the law. It had been decades since a political party had attempted to stop citizens from voting on Election Day. Half a century ago, the White Citizens Councils of the old Confederacy, mostly Democrats, had blocked African‑Americans, using everything from "literacy" questions asked only of voters of color to the simple expedient of beatings and the hanging rope.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Republicans too fielded a team in the Jim Crow "literacy test" game. But as the South was conceded to the Democrats, the GOP did its racial thing in the West: From 1958 to 1962, the Republicans used "Operation Eagle Eye" to menace His​panic voters in Arizona to keep the wrong color folk from voting. A Republican lawyer would question every dark‑skinned voter about their address and history, then read them a passage from the Consti​tution, challenging their right to vote if they did not provide a clear English interpretation of the passage.

"Literacy tests," "Operation Eagle Eye," all that was made illegal by the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Nevertheless, in 1981, the Republican Party toyed with mass challenges of voters. They created a caging list of 45,000 folk in Black precincts of New Jersey‑and swiftly got busted. Facing prosecution, the party signed a consent decree swearing in federal court never again to play the racial profile game anywhere in the nation, so help them God.

But now, in October 2004, this political party on legal probation appeared to slide back into its old ways.

The Tallahassee Lassie and the Bleaching of the Voter Rolls

If we were going to show the Republican's Black‑voter caging lists on BBC Television we'd better make sure that we were not planted with false material. Were the documents bogus? The corpse of Dan Rather's career was still swinging from the Bush campaign's front gates after he used a questionable document in a basically solid story on the President's Vietnam war days.

So we went to the horse's mouth. Two weeks before the elections, our BBC crew flew to Washington to ask about the lists, but the Republican National Committee slammed the door on us. Back in Florida, we thought we'd ask Brett Doster, supreme commander of the Bush campaign in that state, straight up, "Brett, did you lose something? Is this your list? Do you and the RNC intend to block a few hundred thousand Black folk from voting on November 2?"

In Tallahassee, the path to Doster's door was blocked by a thick-armed blonde slurping on a supersize Coca‑Cola: Mindy Tucker Fletcher, chief spokesmistress for the Bush campaign in Florida.

Brett, she said, couldn't speak for himself; he'd canceled our appointment. She would do the talking on his behalf. She smiled at me. It was not a ray of sunshine. Mindy Tucker Fletcher is one of those public relations flacks with that condescending faux-friendly manner who is always so glad to meet you but would prefer for you to die in pain.

After a little Q&A dance, I finally asked her if the Republican Party kept something called a "caging list" of voters.

Mindy: "I don't know what a 'caging list' is. I don't‑I'm not part of that strategy."

That strategy? Hmm. I showed her the list. I can't say she started snorting cola out of her nose, but clearly, she was flustered.

She took the list inside the brick citadel, the George Herbert Walker Bush Republican Center, while I maintained a low‑speed chase with her assistant, lobbing questions as he ducked into a stairwell.
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Bleaching Blonde

Mindy Tucker Fletcher, spokeswoman for the Bush‑Cheney reelection campaign, holding Republican "caging lists which the party planned to use to bleach voter rolls whiter than white in Florida.

Half an hour later, Mindy, painted with fresh makeup, a retinue of jumpy PR men in tow, asked to speak to our cameras.  Suddenly, she was an expert on caging lists. She began, "Clearly you don't know a lot about politics if you don't know this term 'caging.'"  With the list in her hand she could not deny its authenticity, but there was an explanation. There is always an explanation.

Joseph Agostini, the Republicans' Director of Communications, nervously sputtered that the lists were made up of potential donors to the Bush‑Cheney campaign. Really? On the one list we gave them were several residents at the Sulzbacher Center, a shelter for the homeless. "Do you get a lot of major donors from poor, African-American neighborhoods?"

Mindy cut Agostini off with a "shut it, fool" glare and stepped in with a different line altogether. "These are newly registered voters we mailed to, where the letter came back‑bad addresses."

No kidding. No one sends campaign junk mail first class; it's too expensive‑unless you had a reason to pay for a very expensive set of return addresses. Mr. Agostini, you wouldn't be preparing to challenge the votes of these Black folk, would you?  Agostini started jabbering. "You see, we wanted to save on the cost of postage for our campaign mailings so we wouldn't be sending to the wrong address. .

"You're telling me, Mr. Agostini, that you send clerical informa​tion, mailing address changes, to the chiefs of your state and national campaigns? You don't have an office clerk handle it?"  Mindy shut him down with another "shut your gap" look. It was time for the boss lady to take over.  "This is not a challenge list," Mindy said. "That's not what it's set up to be."  "So you won't use these lists to challenge voters on Election Day?  "Uh, that's not what they were created to do."

Three points for Mindy: well‑crafted words. Using the list might be legal, but creating the list to bleach the voter rolls white is not.

"Will you challenge voters on Election Day?" Mindy: "Where it's stated in the law, yeah." She saw my eyes widen, so she added, "Every one does it, both parties, all the time. You can check."

We did. Everyone does not "do it." Certainly not in Florida. Our investigators called a dozen county elections offices. Not one of them could recall a single Election Day challenge in their career, especially since the enactment of the federal law in 1965.

More confidential RNC caging lists poured in: hit lists of African-American voters, including students of Edward Waters College, an African‑American school, and the Jacksonville State Street Rescue Mission (more Bush campaign donors, Mr. Agostini?). Voters in Black precincts made the list if a first‑class letter sent to them was returned‑they could then be challenged based on an address change. We checked one list that included fifty black soldiers. We called one, Randall Prausa. His wife indicated that his address had  changed because he was shipped overseas. Go to Baghdad, lose your vote. Nice. A Black soldier's vote gone. Mission accomplished.

On October 26, 2004, a week before the election, we broke the story on BBC Television's Newsnight. According to the network, it was the most‑watched story around the globe that week. But not in the USA. Only one single U.S. television network mentioned what looked like a massive attack planned against Black voters. ABC Television's Web site informed its patrons that "The entire BBC story was more or less entirely incorrect." Really? ABC's source: Mindy Tucker Fletcher. For the USA, it was story over and buried.

On November 2, they did it as we feared. The Republican Party, despite the consent decree signed twenty‑five years earlier, launched a massive multimillion‑dollar campaign of mass challenges of voters in Black precincts, concentrating on Ohio, where the GOP worked from a list of 35,000 names. NAACP lawyers attempting to stop the party's racially weighted challenges were frustrated by Ohio's Secretary of State Kenneth Blackwell. The Republican claimed, with some justifi​cation, that the Ohio Republican party didn't break the law: The court order only barred racially targeted challenges by the Republican National Committee. In Florida, prudently, Republican operators did not carry the lists, because Democratic lawyers, who saw our broad​cast, said they would file suit. But the Republicans challenged thou​sands nonetheless in Florida, as well as in Pennsylvania, Michigan and Wisconsin. The United States hadn't seen such a mass challenge to dark‑skinned voters since Martin Luther King was jailed in Birm​ingham.

The caging memo distribution list makes clear the Republican Na​tional Committee was into it up to their necks notwithstanding the 1981 no‑race‑baiting consent decree and the Voting Rights Act. Pro​tecting the "caged" was the job of Attorney General John Ashcroft. But Ashcroft did nothing. I should note that before Mindy became flak‑catcher for the Bush campaign, she was press spokesperson for Attorney General John Ashcroft.

In fairness, I acknowledge that Republican lists did not target only Black people. In Palm Beach, they hit retirement areas for elderly Jews, another ethnic demographic that cussedly insisted on voting for Democrat.

The Ballot at the Back of the Bus

But a challenge to a vote does not itself block a citizen's taking a bal​lot or prevent its counting. Here's where scamming the vote gets truly complex and deliciously devious.

It comes down to something called a "provisional ballot," a whole new category of mischief created just for the 2004 race. "Provisional" ballots are baloney ballots, kind of a voting placebo. A provisional voter thinks his or her vote counted when it's likely to have been tossed in the garbage. A whole new category of "spoilage."

Like all bad ideas, provisional voting started out as a good idea. It originated with the Congressional Black Caucus reaction to the Guardian and BBC reports uncovering, in the 2000 election race, that tens of thousands of African‑American voters were wrongly erased from Florida voter rolls just before the election. That story didn't make it to American TV, but Congressional Black Caucus members got the word and got real steamed. Rep. Corinne Brown of Jack​sonville, minutes after watching the BBC film on video, marched onto the floor of Congress and denounced the 2000 election as "the United States' coup d'etat." For that simple recitation of fact, the Republican I majority voted to censure her, a rare punishment from which even thieves, scoundrels and senators have been spared.

Congresswoman Brown and the Black Caucus demanded a procedure that would allow a voter to get a ballot even if his or her name is missing from the rolls. The ballot would be kept aside, marked "provisional," yet would still be counted, on review, once the polls closed. Some states already had "affidavit" ballots and it was assumed that, like affidavit ballots, the provisionals would be counted
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unless there was evidence a voter was lying, an extremely rare occurrence.

So, the Black Caucus demanded provisional voting. Then, in 2002, something terribly suspicious happened: The Republicans agreed.

Why? A newfound commitment to civil rights by the party of Lincoln? Or an invitation by the spider to dine with the fly?  The "provisional" ballot was the Republican's come‑on for the Congressional Black Caucus to support something called the "Help America Vote Act." The Black Caucus should have known: When the Bush family tells us they are going to "help" us vote, look out. George Bush signed it in 2002, grinning.

In the new law, the Black Caucus won the requirement that states hand out provisional ballots. The law requires states to give out the provisional ballots, but it does not require states to count them.  And they didn't. The number of provisional ballots handed out on Election Day 2004 was stunning, utterly unpredicted by its sponsors:

• The total number of voters shunted to provisional ballots was 3,107,490.

• And the number rejected was even more surprising: 1,090,729

It was breathtaking. A million votes trashed.

How could that have happened? That's where the "caging lists" and challenges came into play. The wild explosion of provisional ballots did not occur spontaneously. The massive, coordinated challenge campaign was the engine that dragged Black voters to the ballot at the back of the bus.

Two Hats, One Head

November 2, 2004, was a provisional ballot auto‑da-fe, a bonfire of the ballot box. Ballots were rejected, effectively tossed away, by the hundreds of thousands. And once again, the provisional voters who were rejected had a dark hue; and there were just enough of these to  create that margin of victory for George W. Bush in Iowa, New Mexico and Ohio.

Let's go back to that little bait‑and‑switch in the Help America Vote Law: giving ballots to any legitimate voter who requests one, but not requiring the ballot be counted. It was left up to each of the 50 Secretaries of State. And in Ohio, Secretary of State Blackwell an​nounced an odd rule indeed, just days before the election. For de​cades before the 2004 race, Ohio voters could cast a provisional "affidavit" ballot in any precinct in their county. After all, it's the same president for everyone in Ohio. Under Blackwell's new rule, however, if they cast their provisional ballot in the "wrong" precinct, out it would go, uncounted. It was a terribly cute maneuver: In many cases, voters were told not to bother to go to the right precinct be​cause they could vote on the provisional ballot. Often, the "right" precinct was simply another table in the same school gym where they were voting.

Voters left smiling. Then, even if it was later determined the voter was legitimately registered but in the "wrong" precinct, Blackwell, under his new rule, ordered their provisional ballots trashed.  In Ohio, we know of at least 33,998 provisional ballots tossed out, mostly because the voters appeared at the "wrong" precinct.

Did I mention that Secretary of State Blackwell was Co​Chairman of the Bush‑Cheney reelection campaign in Ohio? Shades of Kather​ine Harris. In 2000, Katherine Harris was both Secretary of State of Florida, in charge of the voting machines there, and Co​Chairperson of the Bush‑Cheney election campaign. It's a rule of both ethics and fashion that one shouldn't wear two hats unless one has two heads. Did Mr. Blackwell feel a wee uncomfortable reenacting both the creepy conflicts and two‑hats‑one‑head methods of Katherine Harris? Blackwell himself felt very comfortable indeed. "Last time I checked," Blackwell said, "Katherine Harris wasn't in a soup line, she's in Con​gress." Well, hats off to them both.

On election night, I called Santiago Juárez, who shepherded the nonpartisan get‑out‑the‑vote drive for the Catholic Church in Las Cruces, New Mexico, a state I knew to be whisker close. "They're handing out provisional ballots like candy to Mexicanos," he told me. Any pretext was used. Most important, officials refused to count 6,593 of them, more than Bush's New Mexico "victory margin."

And so on. In Colorado, poll watchers noted the extraordinarily high number of Hispanic voters hustled to the "provisional" booth. Twelve thousand provisional ballots were then voided by rulings from the Republican Secretary of State.

In Nevada, one of the closest states of all, where both Native Americans and Hispanics were deluged with provisional ballots, the Republican Secretary of State rejected an astonishing 60% of the provisional ballots. Some Nevada voters were handed the provision​als because their registration forms were not recorded​and then had their votes voided. They'd been collected by an outfit with the do‑gooder name of Voter Outreach, which was funded by Arizona operatives of Sproul & Associates which, Congressional investiga​tors discovered, was in turn funded by the Republican National Committee. They collected registration forms, all right, then, says an insider in a sworn affidavit, "Voter Outreach" recorded the Re​publican ones.

Spoiled Rotten

Let's get back into those Ohio "boots"‑the "overwhelming" match of Cleveland area of ballots spoiled, not counted. The term "over​whelming" to describe the connection between race and ballots lost is not mine. That's the conclusion of Professor Mark Sailing of Cleve​land State University, the expert who first noticed the Black Stain of votes not counted in Ohio.

Even more interesting than Salling's finding is the year in which he reported his conclusion: 2003. In other words, the professor, look​ing into the historical records of voting in Ohio, sounded the alarm

before the election. The academic's warning wasn't ignored. Secretary of State Blackwell, the man with two hats, wrote before the election,

The possibility of a close election with punch cards as the state's primary voting device, invites a Florida‑like calamity.

Blackwell appears here to be trying to prevent the "calamity." But appearances can deceive. In practice, the steps he took were making darn sure it would happen again. It did. What's he got against Black folk? Nothing. (In fact, his parents are African​American.) It's just that Republican Blackwell had to know that Black citizens "over​whelmingly" vote Democratic. Throw out dark‑voter ballots and Re​publicans do a lot better. Bending elections isn't rocket science.

That is, the basics of a vote heist is simple: "Spoil" the other guy's ballots. But the details are obscure, little understood, rarely noticed and almost never discovered, and if discovered, well, tough luck.

How do votes spoil? Not by leaving them out of the fridge. The biggest spoilers are the "overvote" and the "undervote." Put a stray mark on a ballot‑an "overvote"‑and it's spoiled, tossed out. Fail to pop a hole deep enough through a punch‑card ballot and your ballot is also ruined. This is an "undervote," which is also tossed out. And you, Mr. and Mrs. Voter, don't even know your vote was thrown away‑so you can't complain about it. You was robbed, but you're not sure. And even if you knew it, the elections cop to call would be... Mr. Blackwell.

Now to Mr. Blackwell's comment about punch‑card machines. Punch‑card machines, which most states dumped after the 2000 race, are ballot‑spoiling machines. It's absurdly easy to fail to punch through correctly, leaving "hanging chads" and "pregnant chads." It was those "hanging chads" and "overvotes" in overwhelmingly Black precincts that gave Florida to George Bush in 2000. And, in 2004 in Ohio, chads hung Kerry as well.

Did Blackwell really know that leaving those punch‑card ma​chines in place in the poorest precincts could give his man the election? Given Blackwell's pitched battle to keep those vote​mangling machines in place, one could be forgiven for being suspi​cious about his motives. A year before the election, the ACLU sued Ohio and half a dozen other states for dragging their feet on removing these machines known to lose votes. Every state but one​Ohio​signed a deal to replace or fix the busted machinery.

In Michigan, a temporary fix for the bad machines was absurdly easy. Punch‑card reading machines were placed in each precinct. Just stick in your card and if your ballot shows no vote for President, it tells you and you get a new ballot‑in Michigan. The ACLU said it would accept this cheap and easy solution for Ohio as well. But Blackwell said, in effect, sue me. Blackwell previously conceded that punch‑card machines produced more spoiled votes, which, because of the dispro​portionate placement of those machines in minority districts, was an implicit concession that in 2004 they would eat mostly minority votes. It's not the kind of statement you'd make if you expect to win in court. But Blackwell knew he wouldn't have to win the case to win the elec​tion: The trial date was set for late November, three weeks after the election.

Delay was unnecessary. Blackwell won in court, though the ACLU, in 2006, is fighting on with an appeal. More enlightening, and fright​ening, was the judge's reason for tossing out the suit by African​American voters. The court concluded that the ugly number of uncounted ballots, the "residual vote," was due in part to "income level of the voters," not their race. The emphasis is mine. In other words, racial bias in the vote count is a no‑no, but class bias is just fine.

This is crucial: You don't have to "fix" machines to rig an election, you just have to fail to fix the broken ones. Strategically. Like a good vulture, Mr. Blackwell just waits for his kill to die.

But Ohio was just practice. If you want to know what's coming for 2008, go out to where the deer and the antelope play.

PART 2

THE INDECISIVE INDIAN

Dig this: In November 2004, in early voting, in Precinct 13 in Taos, New Mexico, John Kerry took 73 votes. George Bush got three.

On Election Day itself, 216 in that precinct voted Kerry. This time, Bush got 25, and came in third. Third? Taking second place in the precinct, with 40 votes, was no one at all. Or, at least, that's what the machines said.

Precinct 13 is better known as the Taos Pueblo. Every single voter there is an American Native or married to one.

Precinct 13 wasn't unique. All over Indian country, on Election Day 2004, in pueblo after pueblo, on reservation after reservation in New Mexico, as well as in Arizona and Colorado, American Natives were seized by indecision. Indians by the thousands drove to the vot​ing station, walked into the booth and then said, "Who cares?" and walked out without choosing a president.

On Navajo lands, Indian Indecision struck on an epidemic scale. They walked in, they didn't vote. In nine precincts in McKinley County, New Mexico, which is almost entirely (74.7%) Navajo, less than one in ten voters picked a president. Those who voted on paper bal​lots early or absentee knew who they wanted (Kerry, overwhelm​ingly), but the machine‑counted vote said Indians simply couldn't make up their minds or just plain didn't care. On average, across the state, the machine printouts say that 7.3°,6‑one in twelve voters‑in majority Native precincts didn't vote for president. That's three times the percentage of white voters who appeared to abstain.

No Hee‑Ah‑Hoe

So I dropped in on Taos, Precinct 13, and asked Ruben Romero, who holds the grand title of Governor and War Chief of the pueblo, "Why can't you people do something as simple as pick a president?"

The War Chief ignored my deliberate provocation. Unflappable, in his slow rhythmic English, he explained, "We thought they knew about these sophisticated things, so we trusted them." By them he meant the local, politically hostile white officials from the county who wheeled in new machines before the vote. He was resigned to it. Nothing new on the rez.

Outside his window were ruins of an old steeple where, in 1847, the Taos Indians took refuge from the U.S. cavalry, trusting the soldiers wouldn't fire on a Catholic church. The troops, Romero told me, lev​eled it with artillery and left the Natives' bodies under the rubble. It re​mains the pueblo cemetery today. Beyond it, on the mesa ridge, you could see the second homes of Houston oil brokers. They bought them for $2 million each and spent another half million to make them look like the pueblo's adobe mud‑brick houses. Down the pueblo's dirt path was the smokehouse, not the traditional cleansing hut, but a shack where Anglos could buy cheap un‑taxed cigarettes, and beyond that, the reservation's big employer, its piteous little casino where workers from the nearby Wal‑Mart lose their rent money. Which wasn't much. In 1999, my British newspaper surveyed starting wages for Wal‑Mart cashiers: $6.50 an hour in most of the USA, but $4.50 near Indian reservations.

The "old" pueblo is old indeed‑built five hundred to one thousand years ago. Its spirit houses are entered through holes in the roof. In these adobe dwellings stacked like mud condos, no electricity: is allowed nor running water‑nor Republicans as far as records show. Richard Archuleta, "Head of Tourism" (i.e., cigarette sales, gambling and the annual pow‑wow), a pro‑plumbing Native with gray pigtails and hands as big as flank steaks, taught me Tiwa for thanks, "Hee‑Ah‑Hoe." Of course, for all I knew, it could have meant my mom services sailors."
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Richard Archuleta, Taos Precinct 13

Richard wasn't buying the indecision theory of the Native non​count. Indians were worried about their Bureau of Indian Affairs grants, their gaming licenses and working conditions at their other big employer: the U.S. military. Richard's dad and five brothers en​listed. It was just assumed, he said, if you're Native, you served in the Army or the Marines. A lot of red Indian blood was spilling in Falluja, and the pueblo, using little or no electricity, was not interested in Iraq's oil. On the pueblo's mud‑brick walls there were several hand​painted signs announcing Democratic Party powwows, none for Re​publicans. Richard showed me where the Ketchup Queen herself, First Lady wannabe Teresa Heinz Kerry, had stopped and had lunch before the election. Laura Bush wouldn't do that. Indecisive? Indians are Democrats. Case closed, white boy.

The Color That Counts

It wasn't just Natives who couldn't seem to pick a President. Throughout New Mexico, indecisiveness was pandemic ... at least,

that is, among people of color. In Taos and Dona Ana counties, the same indecision virus that struck the Indian reservations also hit half a dozen of majority Mexican‑American precincts where less than one in ten voters chose a president. Or so the machines said. Across the state, high‑majority Hispanic precincts recorded a 7.1% vote for no​body for president.

Here's the arithmetic. George Bush won New Mexico and its electoral votes by only 5,988 ballots. That's the official count. Yet, altogether no less than 21,084 ballots showed no vote for president in New Mexico in 2004.

Whose "unvotes" were these? I asked Dr. Philip Klinkner, the ex​pert who ran stats for the U.S. Civil Rights Commission, to look at the New Mexico data. His solid statistical analysis discovered that if you're Hispanic, the chance your vote will not record on the machine was 500% higher than if you are white. For Natives, it's off the charts.

The Hispanic and Native vote is no small potatoes. Every tenth New Mexican is American Native (9.5%) and half the remaining pop​ulation (43%) is Mexican‑American.

I punched the "no‑count" stats into the state's demographic profile and, with a little high school algebra, calculated that Hispanics, Na​tives and the tiny population of Black people in New Mexico cast no less than 89% of these no‑choice votes. Let me repeat that: Nine out of ten votes uncounted were cast by non‑Anglo voters.

Who would they have voted for?  Our team drove an hour across the high desert from the Taps Reservation to Espaflola in Rio Arriba County. According to the offi​cial tallies, entire precincts of Mexican‑Americans registered few or zero votes for president in the last two elections. Espaflola is where the Los Alamos workers live, not the PhDs in the white lab coats, but the women who clean the hallways and the men who bury the toxins. They work through contractors so the government won't have to pay benefits. Job "security" is a joke. This was not Bush country, and the people we met with, including the leaders of the get‑outhe‑vote
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Whose Votes Don't Count?

Ballot "Spoilage" in New Mexico

operations, knew of no Hispanics who insisted on waiting at the polling station to cast their vote for "nobody for President."

The Bushes make a big deal about having lots of part‑Mexican children. But, despite the Bush family photo ops, the huge majority of Mexican‑Americans, especially in New Mexico, and a crushing major​ity of Natives (over 90%), vote Democratic. What if those voters weren't indecisive; what if they punched in a choice and it did not record?

Let's do the arithmetic. As minority voters cast 89% of the state's 21,084 blank ballots, that's 18,765 missing minority votes. Given the preferences of other voters in those pueblo and barrio neighbor​hoods, those 18,765 voters of color should have swamped Bush's "majority" with Kerry votes. But that would have required those votes be counted.

Disappearing Democrats of Area 51

My first call in New Mexico was "Little Texas," the group of mesquite‑and‑rattler‑populated New Mexico counties tucked atop the snout of the Lone Star State. There Republican officials preside over Hispanic voters and the results are, let's say, mysterious.

I asked Mr. Dave Kunko, Chief Deputy Clerk in the Little Texas county of Chaves, what happened to the vote in the Hispanic precincts in his domain. Chaves is 42% Hispanic, yet carried for George Bush in 2000, thanks to a stunning number of blank ballots​up to 10% percent of all votes‑in the Hispanic precincts of the county. Kunko, a white Republican, told me, "Well, there's a lot of these people who just don't want to vote for president."

Chaves is one big county‑over six thousand square miles. Appar​ently, Hispanics drive notable distances to register their refusal to vote. I spoke with Kunko three months before the 2004 election‑my editors reasoning it would be better to hunt for missing votes before they went missing.

I started off with Little Texas's counties of Chaves, Eddy and Curly because an old political hand in the state Senate had told me, "If this election's going to be stolen, it will be stolen in Little Texas." And he suggested I look at the registration stats. Democratic registrations should have been way up because of a big drive by the Catholic Church to register Hispanics. But here's what happened:

Chaves County: Registered Democrats drop by 10.6%

Curry County: Registered Democrats drop by 11.9%

Eddy County: Registered Democrats drop by 13.1%

Now how weird is that? We were told by a nice white lady in the Eddy County elections office that these Hispanic voters had switched parties‑by the thousands. That would be unprecedented in the na​tion. People may switch their votes, but it just doesn't happen that, en masse, people file papers to switch party registrations. Santiago Juarez, lawyer with the Church voter‑drive, registered Hispanic "low riders," the kids who drive chopped and jacked Chevys with neon trim under the sissy skirts. He doesn't remember registering many Republicans among them, and certainly he would have remembered someone switching from Democrat to Republican. There were none.

Where'd the registrations go? How do Democrats just disappear? Chaves County is home of Roswell and "Area 51," which  more inventive minds believe houses the U.S. military's captured UFOs. Were the Democrats removed to Area 51? Mr. Kunko's office had a more straightforward explanation for the big‑time plunge in Democratic registrations. His clerks had "cleaned up" the rolls un​der authority of the Help America Vote Act‑lots of apparent "felons" and other suspect voters. That the cleansing had a political tinge, well, that's too bad, eh? I'm sure the purge was done fairly, but we'll have to take it on faith, as the state wouldn't release the purge lists.

The Great Brown Ballot Boycott?

Still, despite Kunko and his party's actions, many Hispanic Demo​crats remained registered on the books. But that didn't mean they would be allowed to vote.

According to Kunko's records, Mexican‑Americans early on showed a blase attitude toward the presidential election: Relatively few showed up for early voting. Of course, that may have to do with the fact that Kunko's office placed the only early voting booth in that mammoth​sized county in a white suburban shopping center. It was about an hour's drive from the slaughterhouses and dairies where the brown vot​ers work. If they chose to make the long trek to the polling station, they would have had to drive fast, as the county closed the poll at 6:00 EM.

To counter the inventive placement of the polling station, the Church organized a bus and caravan to take young, newly registered Chicano low riders to the Roswell poll. Santiago said many of his first‑time voters were turned away for having the wrong ID. Maybe the middle initial was missing from the license, or "Jr." added. No perfect match, no vote. A gotcha! set of rules that seemed to apply only to voters of a darker hue. A young Chicana told Santiago she wouldn't return to try again; one round of humiliation was enough. "They don't want me there anyway," she said. And they don't.

On Election Day, despite Little Texas remaining half Democratic in registration, George Bush romped to a large and unexpected (if not  inexplicable) victory; taking Chaves, for example, nearly two votes to one. Crucial to this "victory" was the apparent renewed "boycott" of the presidential choices by Hispanic voters.

In Kunko's county, for example, just about every white person chose a president‑Bush. In the six whitest of white precincts (82% Anglo), less than one in a hundred ballots "spoiled," that is, showed no presidential choice. Indeed, the white folk of Chaves were so en​thusiastic about our democracy that they appeared to vote more than once. Precinct 21(83% Anglo) registered eight more votes for President than voters! The only other "extra‑vote" precinct was also three‑fourths Caucasian.

While in the white precincts there were more votes than voters, in the Hispanic precincts it was just the opposite‑more voters than votes. In New Mexico overall, Hispanic ballots were five times as likely as white ballots to go unrecorded. But in the "brownest" precincts, those with a population more than 75% Hispanic, the vote loss was 900% higher than in 75% white precincts. Maybe Hispanics can't pick a president. Or maybe, just maybe, their votes vanished into dysfunctional, error‑diseased machines.

Of course, Little Texas wasn't alone in experiencing a "boycott" by Hispanic and Native voters. In Quay County, Hispanic​heavy Precinct 6A recorded 115 votes for county commissioner, zero for President. In a dozen precincts in minority areas, 90% or more of the voters recorded no vote for President on Election Day.

The "unvote" added up. In the Bush‑controlled areas, purges, ID games, spoilage, poll‑location tricks and provisional balloting cost Kerry dearly. In those counties, the average recorded vote for Demo​crats compared to their registrations was an odd, dismal 44.2%, whereas Republicans tallied a vote equal to 103.2% of their registra​tions. Vote shifts of that magnitude are the stuff of dreams. But are they the voters' dreams or the machines'?

Democrats in Dreamland

just because Kunko put down the missing Hispanic vote to some kind of racial indecisiveness doesn't make him a dumbbell, racist redneck Republican party hack. So I thought it reasonable to get a view of the vanished Hispanic vote from a Hispanic Democrat, the one in fact in charge of the vote statewide. I reached Secretary of State Rebecca Vigil-Giron on her cell phone while she was cruising through the desert between Albuquerque and the capital. This was still months before the 2004 election.

Ambitious, fast-talking, and chatty, Vigil-Giron said she would prevent another voting disaster like the one that occurred in 2000 when, for example, a Hispanic precinct in Espanola recorded zero votes for President.

I was intrigued by her relaxed investigative style. While the Secretary of State looked into that one case of a precinct with a zero vote and discovered-surprise!-machine error, she showed no interest in investigating the less dramatic vote disappearances throughout her state though they added up to thousands of vanished votes. She didn't have to examine other machines, she said, because she knew why votes weren't recorded. In Hispanic and Native areas, a loss of 10% to 14% in blank ballots, she told me, "is the normal where people just don't want to vote for President." Kunko's Brown Boycott theory! I had to ask twice to believe it.

I was too dumbstruck to ask her why Mexicans and Indians like to drive to the polls and stand in line to register their ambivalence.

On November 2, 2004, three months after I spoke with the Secretary of State, the supposed Brown Ballot Boycott hit with a vengeance in Dona Ana County-64% Hispanic-in Little Texas. There were 207 ballots mailed in from overseas, mostly Mexican-American soldiers. Not one registered a choice for President. Or at least that's what the machines said.

I guess the Secretary of State was right: Our Chicano boys in uniform just don't give a damn who ends up as their commander-inchief.

New Mexico ended Election Day 2004 with more uncounted votes than almost any state in America. Vigil-Giron had the authority to open the machines sealed right after the elections. In the face of the wacky returns, and with still-uncounted and missing ballots far exceeding George Bush's victory margin, the Democratic Secretary of State moved decisively: She turned down $114,000 from concerned voters who offered to pay for a recount and investigation of the machines. On january 12, 2005, Vigil-Giron ordered all machines wiped clean, thereby eliminating crucial evidence regarding the November tallies.

The Undead Vote for Bush

Your fevered conspiracy-prone brains are already saying, Bush won because Kerry's votes weren't counted. Yes, that's true. But what about the voters that don't exist?

Look at the map of Bernalillo County (Albuquerque) on the facing page. George Bush swept Precinct 512, winning 206 votes out of 166 ballots cast. That's right: Bush tallied more votes than voters.

Bush also won Precinct 558, where 178 absentee voters produced a remarkable 319 votes.

They don't call New Mexico the "Land of Enchantment" for nothing.

What makes these precincts special besides the large number of ballots cast by spirits? Answer: Three out of four ghost votes were tallied in Bush precincts.

Kerry wasn't so lucky. Democratic Precinct 14 reported 114 out of 207 ballots showed no mark for President. Democratic stronghold Precinct 46 had a vanishing vote problem-half the absentee ballots recorded no choice for President.

Almost every precinct recording more votes than voters went for George Bush; whereas almost all precincts with huge votes uncounted are Kerry's. Every case, every time. Extra votes-Bush's. Votes lostKerry's. Just look at the map.

The official poltergeist vote in New Mexico was 2,087. But normal "undervoting" masked the total of "extra" votes. Statistically corrected, the ghost vote was higher-a small sum, true, but about half of George Bush's "victory" margin in the state. Before you leap to conclusions, let's just say that George Bush is very popular among the undead.

Push-Button Smallpox

What happened to the missing votes?  I'm not going to pretend this was the most difficult investigative story I've worked. We didn't need to call on Sherlock Holmes. In Ohio, the Black Stain of spoiled votes traced directly to bad punchcard machines in the ghetto. In New Mexico, the Red-Brown Tide of spoiled votes corresponded directly to the type of machine used in Native and Hispanic precincts.
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Ghost voters for Bush in Albuquerque

Precincts with extra votes shown as ghosts. The white zones are Republican majority precincts. (Data mapped by Prof. Sonja Kiveck Elison and Walther Eric Elison. County map courtesy Bernalillo County, New Mexico.)

The old push-button ballot boxes made by Sequoia did just awful. One in ten Native Americans faced with these cheap pushbutton machines appeared to make no choice for President. But give New Mexico's Indians a new iVotronics machine and suddenly their indecision disappears. A handful of Native precincts were given some of the newer, flashy machines and, behold! only one in 200 Natives using the upgraded equipment failed to make a choice for President.

Same for Hispanics. Put them in front of an old "Shouptronic" push-button machine and 7.4% of them (one in 13) do not register a vote for President. But, the stats tell us, give a Chicano a good optical scanning machine to use, and 399 out of 400 will choose a President.

This suggests an alternative to the Kunko-Vigil-Giron theory that these citizens waited in line to register their non-vote. Maybe the machines dumped into Native and Hispanic communities are crap. Maybe they don't work right. And maybe some politicians know they don't work right and like it that way.

So who got the easy-to-use machines and who got the cheap castoffs? We don't wipe out Indians anymore by giving them blankets infected with smallpox. We just let them vote on obsolete Shouptronics.

No-Count Champs

if we're talking machine spoilage, we have to return to Florida to speak with the champ, Dick Carlberg. While the entire state of New Mexico in 2004 had 21,000-some spoiled votes, a single county in Florida, Duval, had a stunning 27,000 ruined ballots in the 2000 election11,000 of that total from just five precincts.

I should say, "five Black precincts," 72% African-American according to the Census. Jacksonville is a city more divided than Berlin when the wall was up. The acting elections supervisor in that race, Dick Carlberg, from the white side of the wall, was in charge of counting the vote on the Black side. Those votes were cast on some ancient punch-card machines. At the elections office, Dick was happy to explain to me how he counted those votes. In a voice sticky sweet with Southern charm, he explained that he put the cards through an automatic reader, which just doesn't read too well if a card isn't "clean punched." He ran the cards through once, and thousands indicated no vote for President. When he ran those through again, the punches opened a little more and Al Gore picked up another 160 votes, George Bush just 80.

Bush officially won Florida by 537 votes. Carlberg knew the count was whisker-close when he did his second run. Then he stopped counting.   "So, Dick, if you ran the 'blank' ballots through a few more times, we'd have a different President," I noted. The Republican gave me a big, wide grin and wouldn't answer.

On a per-voter basis, another county did worse on the count in 2000, far worse. It wasn't Palm Beach where the strangely designed "butterfly ballot" switched Democratic votes to the Brown Shirt candidate, Pat Buchanan. The TV networks crawled all over Palm Beach where reporters can "investigate" while sipping piña coladas on the beach and filling their dispatches with "honey shots" of the toned and wealthy sporting thong bikinis. Well, yes, I did that, too. But our BBC crew also traveled to beachless Gadsden, the Blackest and poorest of Florida's sixty-seven counties where one in twelve votes spoiled. In the county seat we found a Black township that would have fit well in South Africa, with busted-out store fronts-and busted voting machines.

Here's how it worked. Gadsden used optical scanners to read the paper ballots. Any stray mark, easy to make, and zap)-the vote was trashed. How odd. In upscale Tallahassee, next door, they used paper

ballots and in the last election did not lose one single vote! The difference is as simple as Black and white. Make a stray mark on a Tallahassee ballot, and zap!- the ballot returns to the voter.

But with all the new loot available for new machines, the public screaming for "reform," how do you keep the Gadsdens, the Rio Arribas and the Taos Pueblos from having their full vote recorded? The machines changed but the ballot-count apartheid has remained. How does it happen?

It's easy: Launch Jim Crow into cyberspace.

PART 3

JIM CROW GOES DIGITAL

Sharp readers notice that I've avoided a lot of the talk about computer voting and evidence that those computer "black-box" machines were just plain fixed. That's because we have a less dramatic answer at hand for missing votes: "There's this Hollywood idea of stealing them [elections] ... this sexual thing where, 'Ah, man! We caught 'em!' and they were switching votes on the computer and stuff like that," Santiago Juárez told me, frustrated that Anglo "reformers" cared more about the unknown dangers of touchscreen machines and couldn't give a rat's ass about IDs for low riders. "But actually, elections are stolen in ways that aren't elegant-they're not Hollywoodish-but they are real effective at suppressing the vote."

But computers can add a high-tech touch to the old game: Generating lots and lots of digital spoilage; and unlike punch cards, it's hard to detect, impossible to correct.  And the Lords of the Voting Universe know it, and that drives Ion Sancho just nuts. The dean of Florida's elections supervisors is the one who posted the zero-spoilage perfect election count in 2002. He knew all about the Gadsden "Black-out" machines before the 2000 election and warned Governor Bush and his Secretary of State Katherine Harris.

Katherine, as her last act before moving to Congress, ordered all counties to switch to computer "touch screens." Now, that's downright odd, says Sancho, because:

1. Computer touch screens produce unrecorded votes at a rate 600% higher than paper ballots with "try it again" scanners.

2. Computer touch screens cost 400% more than the paper-andscanner combo.

3. With paper, you can recount the vote, check the vote and see with your eyeballs how the voter voted. With computers-forget it.

So, why in the world would politicians rush to put in the system that costs a whole lot more, loses many more votes and can't be audited?

Could the answer be that it's not their votes that are lost? The giant differential in spoilage between paper and computer is far higher in minority precincts than white ones, by a factor of three. And someone likes it that way. One such someone is Governor Jeb Bush. After the 2000 embarrassment, Governor Bush appointed a high-sounding "Select Task Force on Elections Procedures." Apparently, Jeb Bush didn't select carefully because these experts, to his dismay, called for using paper ballots statewide. They rejected computers. Never mind. Bush overruled them.

You can't recount a computer vote-something the Bush family finds attractive. Florida's statutory right to a recount in close races was frustrating Jeb's desire to digitize democracy. The problem was overcome by Jeb Bush's replacement for Katherine Harris, Republican Glenda Hood. She helped her boss by issuing a fiat, voiding the right to recount ballots for counties with computer voting.

Leon County elections supervisor Sancho objected. Hood replies that Sancho is "not a team player." He certainly isn't. Just for fun, and calling on my rusting skills as an adjunct professor of statistics, I asked Sancho, prior to the 2004 election, to calculate with me the number of Florida votes that would be spoiled because of computerization. The prediction proved accurate in November 2004, with over

25,000 votes lost in computers in the counties where 53.6% of the state's African-Americans vote.

Governor Jeb gave computers a test run in 2002 in Broward County. The computer system was chosen over the objections of Broward's Democratic elections supervisor, Miriam Oliphant. On the day of the 2002 gubernatorial primaries, the new computers crashed, machines wouldn't boot up into operating mode and, all agree, thousands of African-Americans lost their vote. In other words, the test was a success and the vote-eating system was immediately rolled out statewide.

(In response to the computer fiasco, Jeb Bush fired the supervisor who had objected to their use. He replaced her, a Black Democrat, with a Republican who would become, as we will see, very helpful to George Bush in the 2004 race.)

If computers were good enough for Florida, they were good enough for America. Brother George's Help America Vote Act pushed $2 billion at the states to go digital.

Ignore That Man Behind the Screen, Dorothy

There are good reasons why the Lord wrote down the Ten Commandments on stone tablets and not on a computer chip. He didn't want Moses choosing just his favorite six.

The sun had not set on Election Day when The San Jose Mercury News gave us the good news:

No Major Glitches Reported with Electronic Voting Machines.

I was glad to hear that But I had a question for the Mercury and all the other papers that had repeated this happy news, "How do you know?" Exactly what tests of the computer processors did you conduct, what electronic log audit did you review, what paper trail did you follow? Exactly how, my journalist comrades, did you conclude that the new touch-screen voting machines recorded the vote as voters intended?

If the computers are hacked, if the central tabulators in far-off locations are messed with, what exactly did you expect to see-smoke rising from the computer tabulators? A siren going off with a metallic voice screeching, I've been hacked! I've been hacked!?

Why is it that America's media elite nearly broke its collective legs in rushing to report that all was A-OK with the touch-screen machines used by 36 million voters? The voters themselves, at exit polls, said they voted for Kerry; but the computers tell us they were lying: The computers said that more people secretly voted for Bush. The computers never get it wrong, are never messed with, never crash.

We hope.

I'm not going to tell you that the computers were hacked on November 2. 1 don't know. But for the Media-Bush Axis to pronounce that all went well, that no one toyed with our tallies, without taking twenty minutes to check out the weird data leaking out, is journalism that would have made Pravda proud.

There's too much evidence of systematic anomalies and problems to say, "All's well, sleep tight."

A month after the election, I flew to Columbus, Ohio, and met with investigators Bob Fitrakis and Harvey Wasserman. Unlike the Mercury and the rest of the media's see-no-evil gang, Fitrakis and Wasserman thought they should actually get these basic documents that backed up the touch-screen tallies. As was their right under the states' Freedom of Information Law. They petitioned officials in the state to produce their voting-machine backup logs. The first reply was none too comforting.

The backup tapes have been destroyed so as not to conflict with the official tally and create confusion.

Huh? The computer logs were different than the "official" totals... so the county did the right thing: threw the evidence in the garbage.

Wasserman and Fitrakis were gob smacked-not just because the true vote was tossed out but because, as lawyers, they told me that chucking voting records is a crime. But heck, if a presidental election can be shoplifted, early recycling of some official papers seems like pretty small stuff.

What about the other counties? Once the two lawyers started raising a stink, the other counties simply refused to hand over the records.

I'd feel a whole lot better about democracy-in-a-box if I could get a receipt for my vote. I get a receipt for a Slurpee, I get a bank statement on my ATM withdrawals, why not a receipt for my choice for president? And by "receipt," I don't mean something you take out of the voting booth. That wouldn't do much good. The "receipt" is a printed copy of your ballot with all choices marked. Put that printed paper ballot in a locked box at the polling station and-voild!-any questions about the computer can be answered by matching them to the ballots it printed.  But, we were told, that can't be done.

But it can be. Maybe not in Third World places like Florida or Ohio, but it was accomplished in Venezuela. There, President Hugo Chavez, facing a recall vote, feared that opposition governors would steal the election. All the voting booths in the nation were converted to computers that printed paper ballots-so you could see and touch your ballot (or smell and taste it, if you wished). Chavez won by a million votes-and when the Bush Administration yowled at the outcome, Chavez said, "Well, recount the votes." A fair election with verified paper audit: one more reason to hate Hugo Chavez.

By the way, Venezuela's computer vote machines that could, astonishingly, print out ballots, were made in Florida.

Back in the USA, Sequoia Voting Systems, Inc., the company with the funky push-button machines that ate the Chicano vote in New Mexico, was busy rolling out its new computer democracy machines.   Three months before the 2004 election the company showed off its new touch-screen box to the California State Legislature with a waycool button that could switch the screen from English to Spanish. It worked perfectly-until you counted the votes. The choices of those who used the English-language screen tallied just fine. But if a voter hit the "Espaflol" button, it turns out, their vote didn't add to the machine's totals. The company said it was just a glitch they would fix. Maybe they did, but quin sabe?

Voting's Private Parts

Before the voting in November 2004, New Mexico's Secretary of State assured me that the voting machines were A-OK and would work perfectly After the voting, she declared she would clean up the mess she promised could not occur. For the cleanup she hired Ernie Marquez.

Ernie certainly had experience with electoral disaster: He had been the elections director of McKinley County-you remember, the Navajo county with the highest vote loss in the state, if not the country. Ernie's first task was to deal with questions about the handling of the 2004 vote tally by a private company, AES, Automated Election Services. Ernie knew all about AES. Between his misplacing Navajo votes in McKinley County and taking over the entire state's elections system, he worked for... AES.

The Secretary of State likes Ernie and AES. And they like her. Enough so that, state records show, in 2002 when Ernie was at AES, the company printed, gratis, the Secretary of State's campaign literature.

This was just too much affection for Holly Jacobson. Holly's a soccer mom with a heightened sense of justice and a nose for baloney. She gathered some locals with similarly bad attitudes and good computer skills, pooled some cash, registered themselves as "Voter Action New Mexico," and teamed with a big-shot elections lawyer from California. Now, the Secretary of State was hit with one nasty lawsuit to investigate the poltergeist votes and missing ballots. The case continues.

Holly's crew asked Ernie for the "canvass" reports of vote details from each machine in the state. Ernie didn't have it in his state office. The vote totals were kept by his old employer, AES.

Note what's happening: "privatization" of the voting system. States have been purchasing more than touch screens. They are outsourcing the blood and bones of vote counting. In New Mexico, AES tallies the count from hundreds of machines at a remote location. Their work is mysterious, proprietary and beyond the scope of public scrutiny. Effectively, the privateers call the winners. Hopefully, the voters influence their choices.

In New Mexico, AES had sole control of the tally files for the presidential election. So what? Here's what: Holly's group through sources already had gotten their hands on one canvass report of the presidential vote, machine by machine. When they finally got the state's official files from AES, something had disappeared: Some of the ghost votes had vanished.

Ghosts do that, I suppose. But if ghost votes could disappear so easily, just like magic, from the private company tallying the votes of the state's machinesmaybe other votes could disappear, votes from dogcatcher to votes for President of the United States. And if done on Election Day, no one would know.

But I'd rather not think about that.

Mystery Machines

Santiago Juarez nailed it-provisional ballots, spoilage, registration games-the crude stuff bends the elections. But that doesn't mean that theft "Hollywood-style," by computer, can't happen.

Albuquerque speech therapist Joyce Bartley tried to vote for the Democrat running for Congress on the 2004 ballot. In fact, she tried several times on several machines in the same precinct. "I pressed the circle next to the name," she told our investigator Matt Pascarella, "and his check mark went into the circle of the other candidate." Hours later, a court clerk, Terry Ashcrom, also tried and couldn't get the machine to accept the Democrat. Ashcrom told us, "Someone in the line said, 'You're a Democrat, right?' and everybody laughed." The other voters gave in to the machine's preference for Congress rather than lose their ballot entirely.

In Sandoval County, a Republican judge found he couldn't vote for himself. The machine manufacturer explained that the problem was "an inconsistent stream of electricity." Well, OK then. The company: Ernie Marquez's old employer AES.

The Republican judge complained and got results, but when Bartley complained to the Democratic Party, even filling out a sworn affidavit about her anti-Democrat machine, the party's headquarters told her, "Why do you want to do this? This is over. We're moving on."

Now why would the Democrats say that? Hold that question.

Some games are crude: In one precinct, Kerry's name was simply left off the tally sheet. The machine appeared to work so voters were
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Poll Tape

Poll Tape Without Kerry Listed as Candidate Choice

clueless that their choice didn't tally. If you think that's easy to catch, forget it. An election official slipped it to the Voter Action crew who gave it to me, fearful he'd lose his job if discovered as our source.

None of this requires a grand conspiracy. If you know that bad machines eat Native votes, and you don't change the machines, you know damn well what will happen. "Strategic neglect" is crucial.  "Strategic neglect" wasn't invented in New Mexico. It's as old as Jim Crow and as widespread. For example, in Georgia in 2002, Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney, who was in a tough primary, found Diebold's new computerized touch screens froze, batteries died and votes were lost. "Diebold said that the machines don't perform well in the heat," the Congresswoman told me. She let that sink in, then added, "Well, give me a break! What do you think you have in July in Georgia other than heat?"

The Black Congresswoman knew, but didn't have to say, the answer: In the poor districts, in the sweltering school gyms where Black folk voted, it was Southern-fried hot. In the air-conditioned offices where the Secretary of State tested the machines and in suburban Georgia's air-conditioned schools, the Diebolds work just fine.

The Voting-Industrial Complex

New Mexico's Secretary of State seemed curiously uncurious about Hispanic precincts where only one in ten voters chose a president.

But who was I to second-guess Secretary Vigil-Giron? After all, she was a big shot, President, no less, of the National Association of Secretaries of State, the top banana of all our nation's elections officials.

After the election, rather than schlep out to investigate among the iguanas and Navajos in some godforsaken hole in the desert, she left the state to officiate a dinner meeting for her national association. It was held on a cruise ship. The tab for the moonlight ride was picked up by touchscreen voting machine maker ES&S Corporation. Breakfast, in case you're curious, was served by touch-screen maker Diebold Corp.

And there's undervote that's unreported. You can give your opponents' precincts had voting machines-or don't give them machines at all, in Jacksonville, Florida, the Republican elections supervisor, knowing of the long lines expected in 2004 in Black precincts, removed several of them. In Ohio, with the high turnout expected, the same trick was repeated, leaving Black people and students in suspiciously selected precincts to wait in line for seven hours or more. It was systemic and measurable.
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The chart above looks like a dark, ugly bacterium devouring a defense-less cell. This is statistician Joe Knapp's "scattergram" of the suspicious placement of voting machines in Franklin County (Columbus), Ohio, confirmed by a nearly identical finding by Elizabeth Liddle of the University of Nottingham in Britain. The attacking splotch represents the Bushmajority precincts, the white ones getting eaten, Kerry's precincts. In fancy math, it tells us what any bonehead knows: Make people wait seven hours and some will have to leave. The result, Knapp's precinct-by-precinct calculation, was no less than 17,000 votes lost, cutting Kerry's net vote by 9,971 in Columbus alone. Congressional investigators, albeit Democrats, thought "hundreds of thousands of votes" were lost statewide. My own estimate is far more conservative, 85,950 frustrated voters. The trick is, as Knapp and Liddle's bug-war chart shows, the machines were strategically allocated, with the rich getting machine-richer, and the poor getting niachine-poorer polling stations. Kerry lost 71,542 votes versus 14,408 lost to Bush.

The point is not the quibbling over the number, higher or lower. The issue is, who's watching the machine allocation in 2008? Like an Agatha Christie mystery, we get to guess where vote boxes will disappear next.

Not that Vigil-Giron was satisfied with New Mexico's voting machinery. She wanted the state to rush into the arms of her meal tickets, the touch-screen computer makers. And like other politicians who have fallen in love with computer voting machines, she found her affection reciprocated. The Secretary of State is a big booster of computers by ES&S and Sequoia. And they boost her. Company executives were on the list of her top ten campaign contributors.

Let's not single out the New Mexicans. For ES&S, it's "all in the family" nationwide. They hired the husband of the supervisor of elections in Pinellas, Florida, and the husband of the state legislator representing Broward County, the place where, in 2002, non-operating ES&S machines locked up and lost African-American votes. Florida's county officials endorsed ES&S machines on the recommendation of their advisor, Sandra Mortham, who, balancing a second hat on her one head, was also lobbyist for FS&S.

It's 10:00 pm: Do You Know Where Your Absentee Ballot Is?

Voters wary of balloting by computer went postal in 2004: In some states, mail-in ballot requests were up 500%. The probability that all those votes-over 19 million-were counted is zilch.

Those who mail in ballots are very trusting souls. Here's how your trust is used. In the August 2004 primaries in Florida, Palm Beach Elections Supervisor Theresa LePore (aka Madame Butterfly Ballot) counted 37,839 absentee votes. But days before, her office told me only 29,000 ballots had been received. When this fishes-and-loaves miracle was disclosed, she was forced to recount, cutting the tally to 31,138. Could LePore know who was voting for whom? Any experienced politicians can tell a voter's politics with fair accuracy from the ZIP Code. In Palm Beach it was easier: The voter's party was printed on the outside of the return envelope.

Had a few thousand votes disappeared instead of more of them miraculously appearing, there would be almost no way to figure it out.

We had our eyes on LePore, but who was watching Arapahoe County, Colorado? Three times more absentee ballots mailed to Democrats "failed to return" as compared to Republican ballots, a bias in return rates I found in many Republican-controlled counties. The difference was not accounted for in the number of Dems versus Reps asking for the ballots. Maybe Democrats don't have the saliva to make the stamp stick. I refuse to speculate on the fate of the missing ballots.

Democrats by the millions, not trusting county elections officials to operate computers without tampering with them, mailed their ballots to these same officials on faith they will be acknowledged, opened, accepted and properly tallied. Absentee balloting in the USA is the greatest expression of mass faith since the Hebrews walked across the Red Sea bed trusting the Lord would keep the waters parted. The difference is, in 2004, the absentee voters mailed their ballots to Pharaoh's clerks.  If they don't like your signature, the envelope you use, the pencil size or the postmark or your ZIP Code, you lose your vote. Pharaoh decides.

Here's an example. In San Diego, in 2004, the Democratic candidate for mayor lost by 2,108 votes-after 5,551 absentee ballots with her name clearly written in (she was a write-in candidate) were tossed out. The Republican elections officials determined that, while the five thousand voters wrote in her name, they failed to check the box next to her name.

Unusual? Not by a long shot. In 2004, from official reports, we can calculate that half a million (526,426) absentee ballots were received but not counted. And that's just the ones they acknowledged receiving.

Doing a bit of arithmetic on the precinct-by-precinct reports discloses that, believe it or not, in strong Kerry precincts, voters were 265% more likely to have their absentee ballots tossed out than voters in Bush-majority precincts. Behind this statistic is Jim Crow: the rejection of Black voter absentee ballots ran 316% higher than rejections of white voters' ballots.

Mail-in voter registration forms are protected by federal law. Absentee ballots are not. Local government must acknowledge receiving your registration and must let you know if there's a problem (say, with signature or address) that invalidates your registration and you can fix it. But your mail-in vote is an unprotected crapshoot. How do you know if your ballot was received? Was it tossed behind a file cabinet-or tossed out because you did not include your middle initial? In most counties, you won't know.

You don't need Einstein to bend the absentee vote. Remember how Jeb Bush removed the "incompetent" Black Democrat Oliphant as elections supervisor in Broward County, Florida? In 2004, her competent Republican replacement sent out nearly 60,000 absentee ballots too late to return. The majority of belated ballots were intended for Democrats. The "Broward problem" was pandemic across America.

Democrats, who once excelled at voting absentee for Chicago's dead, are now way behind in the new game. Or maybe they are just suffering from "battered party syndrome": beaten mercilessly by Republicans but unable to break off the relationship.

Detective Doug

Once you've got the caging lists, you can get creative. Besides challenging voters of color on Election Day, you can, if the scent of racism doesn't bother you, intimidate them.
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Forget the burning crosses, that's passe. This is "Doug." From his all-black SIN, he took telephoto shots of each Black voter as they went into the Jacksonville early-voting station every day, all day. That type of creepy KGB stuff is a no-no under civil rights law and the justice Department agreed to look into the matter-after the election was over. What the detective didn't know was that as he was filming the voters, our BBC cameras were filming him. He said his name was "Doug," a licensed detective, and he assured us that he was paid a pretty penny to take photos of the voters day after day. He just couldn't say who was sending him the check. And he seemed to forget his last name. So we're including his photo here to see if any of our readers can identify him.

PART 4

OLD DOGS, OLD TRICKS

Felons of the Future

Back in the dark days before our President decided to Help America Vote, I was sitting in my kitchen in London watching election returns from my homeland. That night, November 6, 2000, and the next day, a parade of African-Americans told our BBC television crews they couldn't vote-their names were missing from the voter registries. Conspiracy nut that I am, I began to imagine there was some kind of computer program that systematically hunted down Black voters and wiped their names off the registries.

Within weeks, I had the program on two CD-ROM disks from inside the office of Florida Secretary of State Katherine Harris. If you read my last book, you know it was a list of bad people-57,700 criminals who had registered to vote despite Florida's lifetime ban on felons voting, including, I noticed, Bernice Kines, convicted on July 31, 2009.

2009? Ultimately, we obtained lists of 94,000 targeted by Harris. At least 91,000 were innocent of any crime, except for 325, like Kines, who were convicted in the future.

However, 54% were guilty of being African-American. Katherine Harris, on Jeb Bush's command, ordered them removed from the voter rolls before the election. The scrub list was four-to-one Democrats. And that's how Bush "won" Florida in 2000.

But you knew that. You saw the "felon" report-that is, if you swam to London with your TV, converted its voltage and watched our BBC story or read the London papers. Or you picked it up on samizdat Web sites or from out-of-control radio broadcasters like Randi Rhodes. After a CBS News producer told me in December that her network decided to kill the voter-purge story (we'd fed CBS our material),

we used one last desperate trick to get it picked up in the USA: Gave it to a fat guy with a chicken suit.

I admit that The New York Times did report the story of the ethnic cleansing of Florida's Black "felons"-but four years later, in 2004, and only to assure us that all was now corrected.

But it wasn't. In April 2004, in complete secrecy, Governor Jeb Bush personally ordered a new purge of 45,000 voters... including that felon of the future, Bernice Kines.

At a press conference in Boston, Michael Moore holds up my computer displaying evidence of the illegal purge of Black voters from registries. This photo is included here to convince progressive-minded Americans of the importance of buying this book, one of several creative and craven marketing ploys I use to overcome American resistance to information not channeled through celebrities.
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Photo: Matt Pascarella, Globalvision 2004

I called Jesse Jackson in Chicago who, within days, hopped a plane to Atlanta and demanded CNN expose the new voter scrub. And, applause for CNN, they did. But the Rovatrons were ready. On October 20, 2004, a smarmy little American Enterprise Institute spinmeister named John Lott announced on CNN's Lou Dobbs Tonight that the U.S. Civil Rights Commission "was not able to identify even one person" wrongly disenfranchised by Jeb's Black-out operation. At the same time, the same line was repeated nearly word for word by John Fund in The Wall Street Journal. Fund was Vigil-Giron's special guest speaker to the National Association of Secretaries of State.

Well, Messrs. Lott and Fund, meet Willie  Steen. I found Steen working at the Florida Orthopedic Center in Tampa. Odd that: You can't work in a hospital in Florida if you have a felony conviction. (See "Mr. Lott, Meet Mr. Steen.") And after you've apologized to Steen, we have a print-out of several thousand others you can meet if you're ever visiting the ghettos of Tampa or Jacksonville.

After our 2000 report, the NAACP sued Jeb and the creators of the racially stained "scrub" list, ChoicePoint, Inc. (the War on Terror profiteers we met in the Fear Chapter). The Bush team confessed to its "error" and agreed not to do it again.

In 2004, my British network thought it a nice touch, now that Governor Jeb would let Black folk vote, to film the newly reenfranchised Steen finally casting his ballot for president. In October 2004, we called the Hillsborough County supervisor of elections to find Steen's earlyvote polling place. A clerk looked up his name and said, "Steen can't vote. He's a felon."

A repeat offender!? Well, in that case, we'd film Willie getting the heave-ho again. The Republican supervisor who'd had Steen scrubbed the second time, advised of our filming, showed up at the polling place. His clerk told us, "Wow, this is extraordinary! Steen's status was just changed this morning!" Willie got his ha!lot. God bless America. It's comforting to know that Republicans will put away the electoral hanging rope when the cameras are rolling.

Mr. Lott, Meet Mr. Steen
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John Lott, American Enterprise Institute, Washington, DC

"I think a lot of the discussion about disenfranchising African-American voters... they weren't able to identify even one person."
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Willie Steen, Florida Orthopedic Center, Tampa, Florida

"I went into the place to vote and I was with my son and there were about 40 to 50 other people around and I got up there to vote and they told me I was a convicted felon. I told the young lady that I had never been arrested. I've never been arrested in my life. I was in the military for four years and have been in the medical field ever since. You can't even work for a hospital being a convicted felon... I was in the Persian Gulf War in '91. It's pretty screwed up how they did me, but what can I say?

"I was upset. I was ashamed-with 40 people around-it made me feel real had. And I'm just hoping I get a letter stating, hey, you can vote again, Willie.

"I really feel it was bad for African-Americans-but hey, what can we do sometimes? What can we do?"

Florida 2000 was the wave of the future. The urge to purge went national. In 2004, Ohio purged thousands, though their law allows ex-cons to vote. Texas, which also allows almost all ex-cons to vote, somehow found 525,967 of them registered illegally. Every one was wiped off the voter lists, but, strangely, none busted for the crime of illegal registration. Not to worry. If any voter was wronged, they could ask for a provisional ballot. However, it would not be counted.

My favorite is Colorado. Just weeks before the 2004 election, Colorado's Secretary of State Donetta Davidson removed 6,000 supposed felons from the state's voter rolls. In Colorado, convicts lose their vote only while serving time. There's not one verified case of a Colorado con voting illegally from the big house. It is unlikely that Davidson's list contained many, if any, potential illegal voters. But it does contain Democrats, overwhelmingly so. And the timing of Davidson's operation is more than a bit suspect. Federal law bars purges within 90 days of a presidential election to allow a voter to challenge his loss of civil rights. To exempt her action from the federal rule, Republican Secretary of State Davidson declared an "emergency" However, the only "emergency" in Colorado seems to have been George Bush's running dead even with John Kerry in the state's opinion polls.

"Caging" lists, fake felon purges, forged registration forms, evidence tampering, "Black arts" surveillance ops, disappeared absentee ballots, cracked computers. Whatever happened to simply persuading the voters you've got the best candidate?

Republican High

The GOP seemed to get awfully lucky with registration switches to the Republican Party in critical counties in swing states. There were the switches in "Little Texas" in New Mexico, and an amazing number of Florida college students, at least 4,000 of them, mostly AfricanAmerican, who switched to the Republican Party a month before the November 2004 election.

However, Ion Sancho, the non-partisan elections supervisor in Tallahassee, became suspicious when he received a registration switch from one new Republican: his stepdaughter. Look at this signature; it's not a bad forgery The students, it turns out, thought they had signed a petition to legalize use of marijuana for medical purposes. Covered over by the "legalize pot" sign-up sheet was a registration change form. The form requires two signatures. The second signature was forged, copied from the one obtained by the "pot" fraud. The students, doubly registered, then lost their right to vote altogether. Elections supervisor Sancho immediately called the cops, but Governor Jeb Bush's state police informed him that they would be too busy to investigate until after Election Day. They never did.
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In Ohio, it was much simpler. Statistician Anthony Fairfax discovered that Black voters were twice as likely as white voters to have their mail-in registrations simply rejected. In Congresswoman Katherine Harris's district in Florida, Democrats found that, though they submitted registration forms on time, they were entered on the voter rolls only, after the deadline, barring them from voting in the Presidential race.

Smooth Criminals?

Voter snuffing really is illegal, Mr. President.

For those who think that Florida's ballot machinations may have been criminal, there is some official corroboration. On July 15, 2004, the United States Civil Rights Commission requested I testify about BBC's and Harper's evidence (I don't turn over notes or

sources) on the felon purge. The Commissioners then voted to request a federal investigation into whether Florida's highest officials "engineered," in their words, a racially bent scrub of voter rolls.

The vote to dig into "the possibility of criminal violations" of federal law was proposed by Civil Rights Commissioner Chris Edley who is Dean of the law school at the University of California at Berkeley.

Justice triumphs! Almost. The Commissioners can't conduct their own criminal probe, which, by law, is handled for them by the justice Department. They formally requested Attorney General John Ashcroft send investigators to Florida. A year after the election, the Commission was still waiting.

It would be unfair to say President Bush ignored the Commission's request. Shortly after his reelection, the president replaced Edley, the law school dean, and got rid of Mary Frances Berry, who chaired the Commission and who voted with Edley to investigate the President's brother.

PART 5

DEMOCRATS CONCEDE 2008

Think of the new computer black boxes as a convenience: You may already have voted in 2008, they just haven't told you how.

New Mexico '04 is America '08

When jeb Bush and Katherine Harris rustled Election 2000, I couldn't get American editors interested in Florida. In 2004, I couldn't get them off it. Like generals refighting the last war, their eyes were glued to Jeb's latest ballot-bending games in the Sunshine State. I just couldn't sell sending a crew to film low riders in Rattlesnake, New Mexico, or worse, Columbus, Ohio, the dullest city in the USA.

The real topic of this chapter is Election 2008.  As they prepare for 2008, the GOP is deeply concerned about voting rights: the fewer the better. In 2006, Republican Governor Bobby Taft, fresh from his conviction on a handful of ethical crimes, signed off on roughly one hundred changes to Ohio's voting laws. His legal trim job won't stop Democrats from voting in 2008; it's just that fewer of their votes will count.

But for the real action in 2008, go west, young man. Just as wiping out Black voters in Florida in 2000 was practice for Ohio in '04, New Mexico '04 is the test site for disenfranchising the new demographic goliath, the Hispanic vote, that will decide '08. Republicans, who have turned the American Dream into American Mean, are surprised that Mexican-American voters still don't feel welcome in their party. Therefore, the voting machinery must be adjusted to correct for these voters' error in judgment.

Provisional Democrats

The Democrats' concession speech for 2008 is written in the provisional ballots of New Mexico. I said at the outset of this tale that 21,084 ballots were not counted in the Land of Enchantment. In addition to these votes spoiled, 6,593 of those new-wave "provisional" ballots-more than Bush's margin-were rejected. They might as well have been tossed in the garbage can.

Easily the worst county in New Mexico was McKinley, with a population three-fourths Navajo, where 6% of the voters were shunted to provisional ballots. An extraordinary 60% of these were effectively dumped in the bin.

After Navajo country, the next highest boatload of provisionals were unleashed on Dona Ana County, where two-thirds of the population is Hispanic. Our research team pored through the arcane stats and found that, in the Chicano precincts of Dona Ana, voters were at least 1,200% more likely to be pushed to a provisional ballot than voters in white majority counties. What's frightening is that New Mexico is horribly typical of the American West. Its higher total of missing votes simply reflects its huge "minority" population.

But hold on a minute. Where were those legions of Democratic lawyers I'd read about, ready to fight to the death for the right to vote?  In the ten days after the polls closed, the lawyers showed up all right: Republican lawyers, a phalanx of expensive suits lined up to challenge the rights of thousands of darker-skinned voters to have their provisional ballots counted. These provisional ballots held Kerry votes, no question, and the Republican suits wanted them trashed. That's no surprise. Across the table, they faced the opposition of no one. The Democratic Party, $51 million left unspent on Election Day, refused to send in it’s A team to defend the rights of the challenged voters. Instead, the Green Party sent out a frantic email note to its activists for emergency enlistment of volunteers. The Greenies' ponytail crew didn't stand a chance, and the Democrats lost the votes that would have changed the election.

Why did the Dems just roll over? Hold that question.

Lord, Save Us from "Reform"

Native votes are eaten by bad machines, Bush is picking up votes from the dearly departed, voters named "Rodriguez" and "Hernandez" get those bouncing provisional ballots, absentees go absent and New Mexico's politicians are right there with the fix: A major "reform" bill that will require voters to show photo IDs at the polling station. Say what?

Dear Lord, save us from "reform." Almost every evil, devious little improvement in vote-bending originates in some voting "reform" law. The requirement for a photo ID, a hot item for Republicans in almost every state of the Union, was another vote-heist horror show masquerading as reform and voter protection.

The sales pitch for requiring ID is to prevent someone illegally voting by using someone else's name. The notable thing about this crime is that it doesn't happen. You are more likely to encounter ballot boxes that spontaneously combust. There are voters struck by lightning, some die after mailing in their ballots (there were a dozen in Arapahoe County, Colorado), but out of tens of millions of votes cast, it's quite a hunt to find a single criminal case of a bandit stealing someone's identity merely to cast a vote for the local school board.

So I was amazed to hear that New Mexico state legislator Justine Fox-Young (that's really her name) claimed to have "several" specific cases of vote identity rustling. Like Joe McCarthy waving his list of Communists in the State Department! I called Ms. Fox-Young.

Q: Justine, you've uncovered felony criminals. Do you have the names?

A: Oh, yes!

Q: Really? Wow! Did you turn these names over to the Attorney General of New Mexico or U.S. Attorney?

A: Well, no, someone... well, no, but someone did. I should say there were no convictions.

Q: You had evidence of a crime and you didn't have the bad guys arrested?

A: Not exactly. There were cases monitored by the FBI.

Of course, dear. And she promised to fax me the names and evidence the next day That was exciting: If I turned them in, maybe I would get a reward. I'm still waiting.

She called two days later saying that, despite having been unable to send me the evidence, an Assistant U.S. Attorney, a Republican, could back her story. Now, here's a woman who reportedly flapped documents in the air-here is the evidence!-showing ID theft. First, her fax machine appears to be broken and now I'm sent to the U.S. Attorney. So I dialed her man, Assistant U.S. Attorney Norm Cairns.  After telling me the FBI is conducting lots of investigations surrounding allegations about the elections, I finally jumped into the deep, wide flow of bullshit to ask Norm,

GP: In other words, you can't back her story?

U.S. Attorney Norm: Well, yeah, uh, I guess you'd say that's true.

I guess I will say that, Norm.

GP: And how many people have been indicted during this crime wave of voter identity theft while you've been on the job?

U.S. Attorney Norm: None.

Still, what's wrong with asking people to show their ID? I threw that at Santiago Jurez-and he exploded.  "You know"-Santiago put on a cop voice-" 'show me your ID!' You have Mexicanos that are born here that are stopped by the police and say, 'Do you have your papers?' It's another emotional clamp of a society where you are never invited.

"In Roswell," he explained, "I grew up with signs that said, 'No Mexicans, niggers or dogs allowed." In Roswell today, Kunko-land, signs are more subtle. PHOTO ID REQUIRED gives the same "not allowed" message to Chicano voters who don't have the plastic and club memberships that thicken the wallets of the Albuquerque suburbanites of Fox-Young's Northeast Heights district.

But, I challenged Santiago, Ms. Fox-Young's fear is that someone could rig an election by having their supporters vote under others' names.  Santiago replied, "How do you organize thousands of people to vote twice? Hell, it's hard enough organizing them to vote once."

The Dangerous Christian

In 2004, three-quarters of a million provisional ballots were thrown out-supposedly illegal voters, yet not one arrest. In seven states, lack of the correct ID card was the key reason for trashing a voter's provisional ballot. Not a lack of ID, but the "wrong" one.

And who had the "wrong" IDs? The EAC reports that almost all provisional ballots rejected were from twenty-five "urban" areas. Any guesses about the color of the "urb"?

But this creates a dilemma for the Republican National Committee. With rejections that high, how can you go higher? Answer: new ID requirements. Next problem for the GOP: Could they find Democrats to front the newest scheme?

There were plenty. For example, in 2005, enough Caucasian Democrats in Georgia's legislature joined Republicans to pass a law requiring a special ID card to vote. If you had no driver's license, you could get a voter ID card-for $20. But you'd need an ID to get the ID.

There was an impediment to Georgia's new ID law: the U.S. Constitution. The Twenty-fourth Amendment bars "poll taxes," a fee used in Jim Crow days to keep Blacks and poor Catholics from voting. The Amendment was added in 1964 after America was made ill by photos of Georgia gentlemen beating the crap out of African-American voting-rights workers. (During those one-sided battles, one Georgia gentleman used ax handles to stop desegregation of his diner. He was elected governor of the state.) In 2004, George Bush's Justice Department approved Georgia's new ID scam but federal judges quickly enjoined it as an ill-disguised poll tax.

In light of the court's and the party's resistance to voter ID cards, the Republicans would need a Democratic cat's paw to sell IDs as nonpartisan "reforms." It was not easy for the Republicans to find a dupe of the stature required.

James Earl Carter, who succeeded the axman as Governor of Georgia, is a born-again Christian. God help us. A grown man who calls himself "Jimmy," he finds something good in everyone."22
As sincere as he is witless, former President Carter was perfect for the Republicans' ID plan. George Bush had in 2001 already named Carter and ex-President Gerald Ford to head an earlier blue ribbon panel to "reform" elections. That panel came up with reasonably good recommendations including ending the entire game of "purging" exfelons from voter rolls. However, eliminating ex-felon purges would give two million Democrats back their voting rights (93% of all former prisoners vote Democratic if given a chance). Bush's reaction to giving them the vote? I cannot say if Bush had Karl Rove ritually bum the Carter-Ford report or merely let it suffocate in a file cabinet.

In 2005, the GOP, having ignored the first panel, started over with a second. Bush again appointed Carter, but this time, the nice Jerry Ford was pushed down the stairs and replaced as co-chair of the new panel by... James Baker III. No one calls James Baker "Jimmy"

By September, the deed was done and the Baker-Carter Election Reform Commission issued its report. Gone was the recommendation to end the ex-con purges. In its place: A mandatory national voter ID

22 I remember, while investigating the horrific Liberian civil war in the early nineties, that Carter had the warlords, baby-slicers and cannibals hold hands together so they could feel their oneness, that they were all God's children sharing together their love for Liberia. True, Jimmy got them to end their civil war-by divvying the nation into several kleptocracies. When Liberians demonstrated against Carter's Murder Inc. solution, Jimmy simply blessed CutThroat #1, Charles Taylor, a prison escapee from the U.S. who became President for a short time before he fled Liberia to avoid arrest for war crimes and embezzlement.

card. Some skeptical panel members noted that, for a century; matching voters' signatures to their registration signatures had, without costing votes or money, stopped identity theft. But Carter, with Baker's hand in his finger holes, wrote, "We think citizens would prefer to get a free photo ID"! Certainly, ChoicePoint, Inc., of Georgia would prefer it. The new national ID card required only a little expansion of the PATRIOT act, the un-civil rights law.  Jimmy Carter once said, "America deserves a government as good as its people." Unfortunately, that's what we get.

The Kissinger-American

Kerry won New Mexico-if you counted the votes. I could see how the non-count could happen in the plantation lands of Little Texas. But one fact drove me straight nuts: In the end, this state and its damaged elections were in the hands of a Democrat and a Mexican-American one at that.

Or maybe not. I knew it was not a polite question, but it was really bugging me, so I asked Santiago Jurez, "Exactly how does a Mexican get the name William Richardson?"

Governor Richardson's dad, he explained, was a Citibank executive assigned to Mexico City. There he met Governor Bill's mom, and-milagro!-a Mexican-American was born. Richardson gets big mileage out of his mother's heritage, and that makes him, legitimately, a Mexican-American, a politically useful designation. But it's just as legitimate to say that Richardson is a Citibank-American.

But Governor Richardson is more than that. Between leaving Bill Clinton's cabinet where he was Secretary of Energy and grabbing a Hispanic-district seat in Congress, Richardson became a partner in (Henry) Kissinger and Associates. That would make Richardson a Kissinger-American as well.

In New Mexico the issue of uncounted votes is more than skin deep. Lots of Mexican-American votes don't tally, but Citibank-American votes never get lost. Kissinger-American votes always count. The story of America's failed elections is not about undervotes.

It's about underclass. Disenfranchisement is class warfare by other means. It just happens that in New Mexico, the colors of the underclass are, for the most part, brown and red.

Class War by Other Means

As Santiago told me:

You take away people's health insurance and you take their right to union pay scales and you take away their pensions-taking away their vote's just one more on the list.

Some New Mexico Democrats have no trouble at the voting booth. In Santa Fe, you find trust fund refugees from Los Angeles wearing Navajo turquoise jewelry and "casual" clothes that cost more than my car. Each one has a personal healer, an unfinished film script and a tan so deep you'd think they're bred for their leather. They're Democrats and their votes count. Voting-or at least voting that gets tabulated-is a class privilege. The effect is racial and partisan, but the engine is economic.

The second- and third-highest undervotes in New Mexico were recorded in McKinley and Cibola counties-85% and 72% Hispanic and Native. But the undervote champ is nearly the whitest county in New Mexico: DeBaca, which mangled and lost 8.4% of ballots cast. White DeBaca, whose average income hovers at the national poverty level, is poorer than Hispanic Cibola. No question, disenfranchisement gives off an ugly racial smell, but income is the real predictor of vote loss.

And what about those Bernalillo ghost voters for Bush? Those spirits are, it turns out, quite well-to-do, haunting the mesas west of Albuquerque where the real estate provides unobstructed views of Georgia O'Keeffe sunsets.

This was my third investigation in New Mexico in twenty years. The first time, the state's Attorney General brought me in to go over the account books of Public Service of New Mexico (PNM), a racketeering enterprise masquerading as an electric company. Too young to understand what I wasn't supposed to know, I proudly mapped out the sewerage lines of deceit connecting the gas drillers, water lords and political elite of New Mexico. The AG's office handed me a nice check-which I took not as a reward, but as a payment to leave the state. After a decade away, I returned as a reporter, to look into prisons-for-profit outfit Wackenhut Inc. In September 1999, a company insider told me, Wackenhut was cutting costs at its New Mexico jails by sending guards alone into the cell blocks. Ralph Garcia of Santa Rosa, who'd lost his ranch to drought, took the $7.95-an-hour job guarding homicidal neo-Nazis and Mexican mafia thugs in the local Wackenhut lock-up. Inexperienced, untrained and alone, he was stabbed to death by inmates just two weeks after the insider's warning.

So that's how Garcia became one more impoverished Chicano who lost his vote. No question, that's not your typical case of voter disenfranchisement, but that's the reality of the "Land of Enchantment." New Mexico is the New America, where growing income inequality is creating a feudal divide between the prison-owning class and the prisoner-and-guard class.

Vote spoilage is the owning class's weapon of choice.

Whose flag does Bill Richardson carry in the nouvelle class war? When I was checking out the New Mexico vote in 2005, my old friends Public Service of New Mexico hit the front page, sued by the State of California for conspiring with Enron to rig the California power market. It is still in court. It was a scam called "Ricochet." Enron and PNM say it was not illegal. It played out about the time Garcia was walking the cell block. Where was Richardson? He was in Washington, Clinton's Secretary of Energy, playing chubby cheerleader for PNM's plan for "deregulation" of the energy market. Deregulation made PNM's games possible-and Richardson's employment by Kissinger inevitable.

Richardson, Ready for Takeoff

What about all those suspect spoiled votes in Hispanic and Indian precincts stuck inside the machines? Why didn't this MexicanAmerican Democrat ask for a recount? It didn't just slip Richardson's little mind: He actively did everything in his power to stop a recount. I was told that it was Richardson himself who encouraged Secretary of State Vigil-Giron to reject the $114,000 payment from concerned Democrats. The Governor was too busy to speak with me about this.

Halting the 2004 recount wasn't enough for Governor Bill, however. He demanded the legislature pass a "reform" law that would require anyone wanting a recount of a suspicious vote to put up a bond of over one million dollars. As a result, "free and fair elections" are now effectively outlawed in New Mexico. You can have a choice of a "free" election or a "fair" election, but not both. Want fair? Then you have to pay a million to recheck the ballots. In other words, it's against the law to buy votes, but in New Mexico not against the law to buy the vote count.

On his phony reform law, Richardson was called out by a fellow Democrat, State Senator Linda Lopez-an act of indiscreet defiance that would not be forgotten by the Governor's circle.

The centerpiece of the law signed by the Governor: Ms. Fox-Young's proposal to require photo ID for new voters. Maybe the former Cabinet Secretary and United Nations Ambassador Richardson couldn't imagine that photo IDs would be a problem for some voters. After all, Mexican-Americans in Little Texas may have trouble producing acceptable IDs, but it's no problem at all for a Kissinger-American like Governor Richardson. The Governor and Jimmy Carter both have passports, they have credit cards and they have chauffeurs who will vouch for them.

Richardson wouldn't speak with me about the 2004 vote fiasco. Instead, he busied himself with his space program. He announced the state would chip in $200 million to build a "spaceport" to land private rocket ships that will be launched beginning in 2009 by Richard Branson, the British billionaire. Passengers have already bought tickets for $200,000 each (round trip, they hope).

A Bullet for Lopez Takes Out Kerry

Class issues aside, why didn't the Democratic Party leadership defend those provisional ballots cast by Democrats or hunt for their missing votes?

One possible answer was delivered to me by a computer whiz who likes to play with spreadsheets through the night. He sent me several giant canvasses of color-coded voting data explicating the maddeningly complex numerology of New Mexico politics.

Now here's a bit of arcana you shouldn't need to remember after you're done with this paragraph: The number of delegates to the Democratic Party county convention from each precinct is determined by that precinct's vote for the Democratic candidate for President. Got that? Now, it so happens that there was a factional battle royal within the Democratic Party (so what's new?); and it so happens, that the lower the recorded vote for Kerry in Hispanic districts, the lower the number of delegates who oppose Richardson's faction.

Remember Senator Lopez, Ms. Trouble? She was the party's county chair and a pain to the Governor's allies. After the 2004 election, she was voted out as Chairwoman. Ensuring "her" voters got counted was hardly Priority One for the Democratic bosses. The bullet they shot at Lopez hit Kerry between the eyes. Didn't the party care about Kerry's count? Forget it: To those involved in the political infighting, preserving New Mexico's electoral votes for Kerry was as valuable as a bag of chicken feathers.

"All politics is local" is one of those clichés so accurate you tend to dismiss it. Only those who've been inside local campaigns know what I mean: Control of the White House is esoteric stuff that doesn't mean a thing to a hack trying to keep his patronage post in the local dogcatcher's office.

When Boss Daley delivered Illinois for Jack Kennedy in 1960 with a suspicious number of Democratic votes, the old scoundrel couldn't care less about the Presidency-the vote theft was all about his political machine keeping control of the county prosecutor's office, a post that monitored local corruption (and jailed Daley's cronies).

Had all the Native votes been counted in McKinley County, those Democrats would have earned 14 delegates to the state party convention, another hothouse of backbiting intrigue. Instead, they earned only 12-and the state party, messing with the formula, and assuming no one would notice, assigned the Indians only 10 seats. Indeed, no one noticed.

"All Politics Is Loco"

The petty party mud wrestling in New Mexico-Democrats always arrange their firing squads in a circle----echoed the loopy dynamics of the national party.

Like most liberalish Joes, I wondered why the national Democratic Party hadn't stood up to the election thieves in 2000. Maybe it was structural. Democrats don't stand up for the same reason jellyfish don't-they're invertebrates.

I thought I'd ask the jelly-in-chief, Terry McAuliffe, the party's chairman at the time, about protecting the vote. In 2002, I dropped by the Democrats' national headquarters, located in a dull Washington office cube. While waiting to meet Chairman McAuliffe, I watched political desk-warmers and expert infighters scurry this way and that, their day planners stuffed with losing battle plans, surrounded by force fields of unshakable self-importance. It had the feel of the French colonial office, circa 1950, in Vietnam.

There was no sense badgering McAuliffe over Gore's 2000 concession. My question was more pointed: Why were the Democrats about to throw 2004? It was two years before the election and you could already see Florida's snakes registry purges, vote challenges, ballot eating machines-slither into two dozen other states under the guise of voting "reform." Black and brown votes were in jeopardy, in other words, a whole lot of Democrats were at risk.

I asked the party's chief how he would stop the hemorrhage. McAuliffe said he knew the Republicans were gaming the voting systems but, he said, "We just don't have the staff or resources to track this and fight it in fifty states."

Maybe not. But on November 2, 2004, within hours of the polls closing, the party threw in the towel with that $51 million left in its war chest.

I can't say the Dems made no preparations to stop another steal. I was assured that "we have a team of lawyers"-literally thousands of them "ready for Election Day." It was a very Democratic response. By Election Day 2004, the vote-spoiling machines were already in place, the "caging" lists already active in Florida and Michigan, the polling stations already removed from Black precincts in Ohio. Election Day was too late for lawyers; the fix was already in. And when it happened as predicted, a heartsick official in the NAACP Voter Protection Fund told me (anonymously, of course) that McAuliffe's captains gave the order to those thousands of lawyers to stand down.

Why Kerry Caved

Add up the spoiled and provisional ballots lost in Ohio, New Mexico and Iowa, and John Kerry would have overtaken George Bush's teeny lead-if all the votes were counted.

But Kerry conceded, and not without reason. Ohio was the key, and, let's face it, just as Katherine Harris stopped the count of spoiled punch cards in Florida in 2000, Ohio's Blackwell would likely have done the same in 2004.

Still, the Democrats could have stood before the Supreme Court.

But what about in those hopeful days of 2002, when the Democrats could have pushed to protect the vote while it could still be protected? I had pointed out to McAuliffe that some of the most questionable games were being played in Georgia. He shrugged. "Each state has its local issues."

Indeed they did. In Georgia that year, the Democrats' leadership was directing big bucks to defeat not a Republican but Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney, the Atlanta Democrat. McKinney had, unknown to the wider public, opened a congressional investigation into a gold-mining company accused of horrendous misdeeds from Tanzania to Nevada. It was also a company that paid golden fees to George Bush Sr. as well as Vernon Jordan and Andy Young, the Atlanta Democratic power player. That was her mistake. Meanwhile, Georgia's own Democratic Senator Zell Miller was heading up a political lynch mob against the Black Congresswoman.

Defeating McKinney meant keeping down the Black vote. For the white rulers of Georgia's Democratic Party, not a little frightened of a Black-majority party, this was not a problem. One DNC staffer, on condition of anonymity, said that Senator Miller had threatened McAuliffe that if the party stood behind McKinney, he, Miller, would walk away from his Senate seat, leaving it to the Republicans.

You know the ending: McKinney went down to defeat (taking quiet note of the busted computer touch screens in her precincts). Her defeat alienated Georgia's Black voters from the Democratic Party, and so, in the general election, Democratic candidates for governor and Senate went down in flames. And Zell Miller? Despite his alleged promise, he gave up his Senate seat and, though remaining a Democrat by registration, endorsed George W. Bush for reelection.

I can't but feel sympathy for the Democratic Party. They're had a presidential election swiped out of their hands-twice. But then, any political party that embraces a brain-damaged vulture like Zell Miller deserves every beating it gets. and argued, as Martin Luther King said, "Until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream." Kerry's attorney could have told the justices, and the world, that this election brought back the methods of the White Citizens Councils and the hoodless Klan tactics of Operation Eagle Eye, outlawed forty years ago. But before justice could get flowing, any wellread civil rights attorney would know that the man identified as "Bill" who directed the voter harassment teams of Operation Eagle Eye back in the 1960s was, by 2004, none other than William "Bill" Rehnquist, Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court. Case dismissed.

59 Million Pinheads on Parade

Now you've got the facts: Kerry won, but his votes weren't counted. And that fixed it; fixed by purging, blocking, intimidating voters of color, mangling and dumping their ballots, sending their registrations and absentee ballots to the Bermuda triangle. What the Republican Party did would have made a Grand Dragon proud except, instead of doing the deed in white sheets, they did it in spreadsheets. Lynching by laptop.

This Jim Crow operation was far more effective than the racism of some Klansman redneck and immeasurably less excusable, because it was cold and passionless, with gleeful evil joy at pulling a fast one. I think of Bush's spokesmistress Mindy Tucker Fletcher's calculating eyes, standing in front of the George Bush Building, looking at the lists of homeless Black men and Black soldiers, "caged" and ready for electoral elimination-and she couldn't stop smirking.

I don't think for a minute Mindy is a racist, nor Dubya nor the RNC pooh-bahs. They couldn't care less about these voters' race; the registrants could have been purple. They knew only they were mostly poor, unliked, undefended even by their own Democratic Party-easy pickings for ballot box bullying. The escapade was all the more delicious because, in Ohio, Bush reelection front man Blackwell shared the victims' skin tone. Well, there's always a slave ready to serve Pharaoh. Nothing new in that.

Mindy knew some bald reporter for British TV could ask all the questions he wanted, but it wouldn't mean a thing-because the information would simply never make it past America's media border guards. And she was right. We broadcast the stories in Europe and Africa, printed the reports on the London Guardian's front page, warning that the election was about to be "caged." We might as well have stuffed the news in a time capsule and shot it to the moon. Either way, it never made it to American shores.

So, here's to you, Mindy, Kenny and George. You won.

In another world, in which all votes are counted, J. E Kerry would have gathered all those arcane chits called "electoral votes" and would be sitting in the Oval Office today. But, dear reader, there's one cold statistic Kerry voters must face: 59 million Americans marched to the polls and voted for George W. Bush. The fact that Republicans monkeyed with the votes in swing states doesn't wash away that big red stain.

If Osama doesn't scare you, that should.

Because if 59 million Americans agreed with George Bush that every millionaire's son, like him, shouldn't have to pay inheritance taxes; that sucking up to Saudi petrocrats constitutes a foreign poiicy; that killing Muslims in Mesopotamia will make them less inclined to kill us in Manhattan; that turning over Social Security to the casino operators that gave us Enron, WorldCom and world depression is smart economics; then, fine, Mr. Bush deserves the job. But most Americans, bless 'em, don't actually believe any of that hokum. Yet most still voted for him.

What we witnessed on November 2, 2004, was a 59 million strong army of pinheads on parade ready to gamble away their pensions so long as George Bush makes sure that boys kill each other, not kiss; who feel right proud that our uniformed services can kick some scrawny brown people in the ass in some far-off place when we're mad and can't find Osama; who can't bring themselves to vote for a guy with a snooty Boston accent who's never been to a NASCAR tractor pull and who certainly thinks anyone who does is a low-Q beer-burping blockhead.

In his vulturous, brain-damaged way, Zell Miller was right: Stand up for Black voters and the redneck boobs will take their revenge. So the election came down to this: Nitwits who think Ollie North's a hero not a conman, who can't name their congressman, who believe that Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden were going steady, who can't tell Afghanistan from a souvlaki stand and, bloated with lies and super-size fries, clomped to the polls 59 million strong to vent their small-minded hatreds on us all.

I fear the election was an intelligence test that America flunked.
