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YOUTUBE GOVERNOR

Mary Pat can sleep through just about anything—grinding
garbage truck gears, bumpy airplane rides, kids kicking a
soccer ball down the hall. But she was up with the birds on
January 19, 2010. When I rolled over at five thirty, she was
already sitting straight up in bed.

This was a day we’d both worked hard for, as had so many
others. Finally, it was here. I was being inaugurated as the
governor of the state where I was born and raised. We kept
reminding ourselves to take a deep breath and remember what
this felt like.

Our first stop was Newark’s Cathedral Basilica of the
Sacred Heart, which rivals any church I’ve ever seen in
Europe. Faith had played such a role in my life, it was
important to me to start the day with a Catholic Mass.
Archbishop John Myers presided. Two thousand people came.
Our oldest son, Andrew, did the reading. I sat in the left front
pew with Mary Pat, Andrew, Sarah, Patrick, and Bridget. In
the right front pew were Donald and Melania, Cory Booker
and Joe DiVincenzo—the Trumps, and two big Democrats!

The inauguration ceremony at the war memorial in Trenton
was another family affair. Patrick and Bridget led the Pledge
of Allegiance. Sister Merris Larkin, the principal of their
elementary school, did the invocation. Father Joseph Hennen,
who ran a drug-treatment program in Mendham, said the
benediction. David Samson, who chaired my transition, was
the emcee. And the oath of office was administered to me by



Stuart Rabner, the chief justice of the New Jersey Supreme
Court, who had worked for me in the US attorney’s office. I
raised my right hand, put my left on the Bible given to me by
Nani and held by Mary Pat and our four children, repeated a
few words, and became the fifty-fifth governor of New Jersey.

It was all so emotional. Behind us, along with my family,
were the men and women who would fill my cabinet and
senior staff—twenty-nine of them from the US attorney’s
office. To me, it felt like a continuation of the same adventure,
only now we were running the entire state.

We had a massive party that night—not a stuffy inaugural
ball—at the Prudential Center, the hockey arena in Newark.
The B-Street Band, a Bruce Springsteen cover group,
performed. “You said to me that if we hired this band, we’d go
out and sing with them,” Mary Pat reminded me as the night
got late. “Are we doing this or not?” She grabbed a
tambourine and the newly inaugurated lieutenant governor,
Kim Guadagno. Together, we all went out onstage and joined
the band for “Badlands,” “Glory Days,” and “Born to Run.”

Yes, I knew all the words.

And the next morning, the work began.

I knew that the national recession had kicked New Jersey hard,
and poor state leadership had made things worse. But until I
got into the governor’s office, I had no idea just how rotten the
state’s finances were. We’d been told by Jon Corzine there was
a $500–$600 million deficit in the current fiscal year’s
$29 billion budget. The new state treasurer, Andrew Eristoff,
came to me and said, “No, it’s $2 billion.” And we had five
months left to fill the hole.

Immediately, the Democrats said, “Let’s raise taxes,
retroactive to January 1.” During the campaign, I had
promised I wouldn’t raise taxes. There was no way I was
doing that. Instead, I called in Eristoff, Kim Guadagno, my
chief of staff, Rich Bagger, my chief counsel, Jeff Chiesa, and



budget guru Lou Goetting, and we got busy, combing through
the current budget and asking ourselves: Can we cut programs
for the elderly? Highway upgrades? Youth sports leagues?
Every slice was painful. People relied on those funds. After
four hours of brutal slashing, I asked, “All right, are we close
to $2 billion?”

The distressing answer I got: “No, we cut about
$120 million,” or 6 percent of what we needed. We met four
hours a day, three days a week, until we reached $2 billion.
And then the political uproar began. The largest single cut—
about half a billion dollars—was the surplus money being held
by the state’s hundreds of local school districts. I told their
boards, “However big your surplus is, that’s how much I’m
cutting your state aid. You’ll need to tap your surplus to pay
your bills.”

They howled, of course. They considered those surpluses
their piggy banks. I marched into a joint session of the
legislature and told the members how badly they and the
previous governors had screwed things up. As they rustled
uncomfortably in their chairs, I announced I was declaring a
state of emergency under New Jersey’s Disaster Control Act,
which gives the governor enormous powers to make cuts by
executive order. It was a very aggressive speech and a very
aggressive approach.

“This isn’t a dictatorship,” objected Steve Sweeney, who
was now state senate president. He compared me to Napoleon
—or was it Stalin? I forget. “We’re not going to accept this,”
Steve vowed to the State House press corps.

The next morning, when I arrived in the State House
parking lot, Steve was also getting out of his car. “Hey,” I told
him, “I read your statements in the paper about dictatorship
and how you guys weren’t going to put up with it. You’ve
given me a lot to think about, Steve. So, I’m going upstairs
right now. I’m going to retract the executive order and let you
guys fix the budget.”

Steve put his big arm around my back. “Governor,



Governor,” he said. “C’mon now. Don’t overreact.”

To me, that was a perfect window into the difference
between what people say in public and what they sometimes
mean. It also taught me that, if I was willing to take the heat, I
could get big things done. The last thing Steve and his
members wanted to do was whack $2 billion in state programs
that people liked. If I had the balls to do it, why stand in my
way? Despite the outraged rhetoric, the legislators never lifted
a finger to stop me. My poll numbers took a hit, but the cuts
sailed through.

That first budget fight was just a taste of things to come.
The new budget would start July 1. That one, Eristoff
informed me, had an $11 billion hole. I had plans for that, too.
If New Jersey teachers would pay 1.5 percent of their health
benefit and pension costs, we could close a big gap in
educational funding. I wasn’t talking about cutting anyone’s
benefits, just having employees pay a small share, just like
most private-sector employees do. The New Jersey Education
Association, the state teachers’ union, went berserk, but many
of the local school board members were reluctant to confront
them. I wasn’t. “I’m voting no on the school budget in my
town,” I said in early April at an economic-development event
in Princeton. “I think everybody else should, too.”

Almost every day for the next two and a half weeks, I did a
public event urging no votes. Bagger, my chief of staff, had an
interesting statistic. In a normal year, he said, eighty percent of
New Jersey’s school budgets are approved. “Unless we come
in lower than eighty,” he warned me, “this will be seen as a
political defeat for you.” Exactly the opposite happened on
April 20. Sixty-three percent of the budgets got voted down. I
wasn’t the only New Jerseyean craving fiscal sanity.

Democrats in the legislature kept coming back with new
taxing ideas, including a new levy on millionaires. I kept
rejecting them. Not everyone was charmed. On May 17, a
journalist expressed concern about my combative approach.
“Governor,” he asked, “do you think this sort of
confrontational tone can increase your odds in getting this



through the legislature?”

I had to laugh at that. “Ya know,” I said, “you must be the
thinnest-skinned guy in America. If you think that’s a
confrontational tone, you should really see me when I’m
pissed.”

That drew some smiles of recognition.

“That’s not confrontational,” I continued. “I love when
people say they don’t want to have an argument. That’s what
we were sent here for. They believe in certain things. They
believe in bigger government, higher taxes, and more
spending.… I believe in less government, lower taxes, and in
empowering local officials who are elected by their citizens to
fix their problems.”

I lowered my voice in mock politeness. “That may lead to a
disagreement or two,” I said. “Now, I could say it really nicely.
I could say it in a way that you all might be more comfortable
with. Maybe we could go back to the last administration,
where I could say it in a way you wouldn’t even understand it.
But the fact of the matter is, this is who I am. And this is who
the people elected.”

That exchange, which was posted on the paper’s website,
exploded on YouTube. I don’t think a lot of people had ever
heard a governor talk like that, certainly not to a journalist.
And a lot of people liked it. Suddenly, my answer was being
played by Fox News, Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck.
Conservative Republicans across the country were paying
attention to me. More important, they saw it on YouTube. I
became the “YouTube governor” on that day.

After that, Maria Comella, my communications director,
made sure her staffers videotaped my public appearances. She
started posting the interesting stuff on YouTube. I had a
message to deliver. Why not let people hear it?

Senate president Steve Sweeney and assembly Speaker Sheila



Oliver made a promise to me: If I wouldn’t raise taxes for the
fiscal year beginning July 1, 2010, they would shut down the
government.

“Go ahead,” I said.

Jon Corzine had closed the government in 2006 and had
famously moved a cot into the governor’s office. “I’m no Jon
Corzine,” I warned Steve and Sheila. “I’m not moving any
cots in here. If you guys close the government, I’ll go outside
and get into the big, black SUV with the state troopers, and
they’ll take me over to the governor’s mansion in Princeton.
I’ll order a pizza. I’ll open a beer. And I’ll watch the Mets
until you reopen the government. But I’m not raising taxes
under any circumstances.”

At three a.m. on July 1, we got the votes we needed to pass
the budget and keep the lights on for another year—twenty-
one in the senate (including four Democrats hand-delivered by
Steve Sweeney) and forty-one in the assembly (including
seven of Sheila Oliver’s Democrats). We didn’t raise taxes. We
did things the right way, by matching our spending plan with
our projected revenues. And I went home to my own bed in
Mendham.

But I couldn’t afford to doze for long. While I’d been
fighting with the legislature over the budget, I’d also had my
eye on property-tax reform. In the previous ten years, New
Jersey property taxes had risen seven percent a year. That was
unsustainable, and everyone knew it. So, two days after the
successful budget vote, as the July 4 weekend approached, I
called the legislature back into session to impose a 2 percent
cap on property-tax increases. Why waste the momentum of
the budget deal? “Our job isn’t close to done,” I informed the
legislators.

They grumbled. But they came back and passed the cap.

And so it would be in the months and years ahead. Pension
reform for police and firefighters. Gold health plans for
teachers instead of platinum plus. The principles were simple.
The vision was clear. New Jersey would always be New



Jersey. Great schools. Robust government services. New
Jersey will never be a low-cost or low-tax state. But there are
limits, I said. Taxes and spending can rise only so much.
Government pensions can be only so lavish. State employees
should pay some share of their benefit costs, like almost
everyone else in society does. Frankly, these were relatively
modest changes, despite the howls of outrage. The free ride
really did have to end.

I had cajoled the legislature. Now I had to sell my case to
the public. My favorite way of doing that was at town hall
meetings. I liked the face-to-face interaction. I didn’t believe
my every word needed to be filtered through the State House
beat reporters. Unlike some politicians, I wasn’t scared of
mixing it up with my critics. And if a few loudmouths turned
up to yell at me—well, I could handle the heat. In fact, I
usually found the sharp exchanges invigorating.

I held town hall meetings all over the state. Many of them
were quite convivial. But along the way I also got confronted
by entitled teachers, angry police officers and firefighters,
rattled environmentalists, misguided Yankee fans, and some
hyperventilating people who had trouble marshalling any
cogent arguments whatsoever. I almost always reminded
everyone before we got started: “We are all from New Jersey,
and you know what that means. You give it, you may very
well get it back.”

If people were civil, I answered civilly. If people were
rude, they got rudeness in return. Most of politics is so phony.
I think most people appreciated the fact that I wasn’t phony at
all. I explained what we were doing and explained the need to
do it. I was happy to debate the alternatives. The people said
what they were thinking, and so did I.

Soon Maria was posting four or five videos to YouTube
each week. The feisty ones got by far the highest traffic. At a
town hall meeting in Raritan, a teacher complained that I had
disrespected her profession. As I began to respond, she tossed
her head in disgust. I didn’t let it pass. “I stood here and very
respectfully listened to you,” I told her. “If what you want to



do is put on a show and giggle every time I talk, well, then I
have no interest in answering your question.” The audience
erupted in applause, and the video got a million hits the first
week.

Sometimes, people could be disarmingly nice. One woman
stood up and said, “I think having a governor who is smart and
that has the perseverance to do what’s right is hot and sexy.”
When the laughter quieted, I responded, “Let me just say that
I’m going to ask you, before you leave here, to write a note to
my wife. Comments like that after twenty-five years will keep
her on her toes. She won’t take me for granted.”

Maria made some logistical adjustments as we went along.
The worst way to organize a town hall meeting, she figured
out, was to put me on an elevated stage with people lined up at
a microphone to ask questions. I was literally talking down to
them. Also, if our time ran out before every last person had a
chance to be heard, someone was sure to feel left out: “Hey,
why won’t you answer my question?”—even if I’d been
fielding queries and comments for three hours by then. These
events worked best in the round, where I could wander
through the audience with a handheld microphone and speak
to people face-to-face.

But as my reputation spread, some people were clearly
itching for their YouTube moments with me, and not just in the
town halls. They wanted to be able to say, “I got under
Christie’s skin.” Mostly, I tried to ignore them. Sometimes I
failed, like the night a man with a bicycle confronted the kids
and me just after we’d stopped for ice cream on the crowded
Seaside Heights boardwalk. “Hey, Christie!” he screamed in
front of my children. “You fat fuck! Keep your fuckin’ hands
off the teachers’ money!”

I lit into him.

“You’re a real big shot,” I yelled back to him, gesturing
with one hand and holding my ice cream cone in the other.
“You’re a real big shot, shootin’ your mouth off.”

“Nah,” he fumbled, before turning his bike and starting to



hustle away. “Just take care of the teachers.”

“Keep walkin’ away,” I called out at him. “Really good.
Keep walkin’.”

As he headed across the boardwalk, struggling to keep his
bike wheels straight, I took a couple of steps in his direction
until I heard one of the state troopers behind me.

“Governor, no!”

I felt totally fine about the encounter. The guy was a being
a total jerk while my kids were there. I didn’t mind that I had
called him out. The encounter never turned violent or got out
of hand. It was only the next day, while I was relaxing on the
beach, that Maria called.

“I’m about to say a sentence that I hoped to never have to
say to you, sir. There’s some video of you on TMZ.”

I guess I should have expected that.

“Well,” Maria continued, “the good news is—and I’m
shocked by this—the good news is you didn’t swear at the guy.
So, I don’t have a swearing governor on video. But it’s already
becoming a bit of a sensation.”

“Anything else?” I asked Maria.

“No,” she said. “That’s all for now.” She wished me a
peaceful rest of the vacation, and I said I would try not to fall
into any more boardwalk debates.

With so much attention focused on my governing style and the
meteoric rise of social media, it was inevitable, I suppose, that
my reputation would spread beyond New Jersey. Invitations
were coming in from across the country. Would I give a speech
in California? Could I appear at a fund-raiser in Illinois? How
’bout one of the Sunday shows? Most of the invitations I
ignored. But Terry Branstad, the legendary Iowa governor
who’d been out of office for twelve years, had decided he was
making a comeback, and I agreed to keynote his October 4,



2010, fund-raiser in West Des Moines. “Governor,” he
promised, “I will never forget it if you come and do this for
me.”

I knew political reporters would read significance into the
visit. They’d say I was testing the waters for a possible 2012
presidential run. Iowans, after all, get to cast the first votes for
presidential nominees. This was wildly premature. I had been
governor of New Jersey for less than nine months by then. The
presidential election was two years away. Branstad introduced
me as the governor of a state that had been “mired in deep,
deep doo-doo” before going on to tell the crowd, “since he
was elected, he has done exactly what he said he would do.” I
was touched when he concluded his words by saying I was
“the model of what a Republican leader and a Republican
governor can do.” Later he told me that he’d raised more than
he’d ever raised in one night. After that, the invitations really
poured in, and I started saying yes to more of them.

I campaigned in Roswell, New Mexico, for Susana
Martinez, who was then running for governor. I did a get-to-
know-Governor-Christie breakfast in Los Angeles. I was
helping Republicans and promoting New Jersey, which was
inevitably promoting me, too. I got a call from Facebook
founder Mark Zuckerberg, who had been wooed by Cory
Booker to help transform Newark schools. I met with Mark
and his girlfriend, Priscilla Chan, in the lounge at Newark
Airport. He called a few weeks later and said, “Priscilla and I
have decided to put up a challenge grant. Every dollar you
raise up to $100 million, we will match.” Mark, Cory, and I—a
young tech entrepreneur, a young Democratic mayor, a young
Republican governor—announced our joint campaign
September 24 on the Oprah show, in Oprah’s example of how
people can come together to solve tough problems. John
Legend came out and sang a song from Waiting for Superman.
When Mark was asked why he chose Newark for his
Startup:Education initiative, he pointed to Cory and me and
answered: “Because I believe in these guys.”

The pace was becoming overwhelming. But the momentum



outside the state was contributing to the momentum inside the
state, and things were getting done. I campaigned in Ohio for
John Kasich. I was profiled on 60 Minutes. It was one thing
after another after another. I wanted to use every bit of this
national attention to help what we were doing in New Jersey.
With so much wind at my back, it was getting harder for the
legislature to say no.

By the end of 2010, my first year in office, we capped
increases in police and fire salaries at 2 percent after an
enormous fight with their unions. In June, we got pension and
benefit reform, increasing the amounts that the public-sector
workers contributed and eliminating the cost-of-living
adjustment. The numbers were adding up. We’d saved
$120 billion over thirty years. Steve Sweeney became a key
ally in this. So did George Norcross. So did Joe DiVincenzo.
And by my side as always were my Republican allies in the
legislature, men like Tom Kean Jr., Jon Bramnick, Kevin
O’Toole, and my campaign chairman, Joe Kyrillos. A
Republican governor, a Democratic Senate president, and a
Democratic businessman from South Jersey who had no
official position but a lot of influence, working with
Republican legislators to secure the long-term future of the
state. No one ever thought that was possible. It was something
to behold.

When it came time to deliver my State of the State address
in January 2011, I wasn’t just some quirky Republican who’d
gotten elected because Corzine was such an awful candidate. I
was a genuine national force.

By the middle of that year, the 2012 presidential talk was
really heating up. I did my best to squelch it. I really did.

“I’m not running,” I said.

“I’m not ready.”

“What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand?”



The questions kept coming from local and national media
alike, and my answer was always the same.

Mitt Romney, the former governor of Massachusetts, had
already announced. He was a good guy, and he seemed to have
the inside track. I was already thinking I would probably
endorse him. Texas governor Rick Perry was inching toward
entering the race. Newt Gingrich had quit Fox News to run.
There were others, too. Ron Paul, Tim Pawlenty, Michele
Bachmann, Rick Santorum, Herman Cain. But it’s fair to say
there was a feeling among many Republicans that they hadn’t
yet found the right candidate to challenge Barack Obama’s
reelection.

In September 2011, Kenneth Langone, the billionaire
cofounder of Home Depot and a major Republican donor,
asked me to meet with a group of business leaders at the
Racquet and Tennis Club on Park Avenue. “Just a small group
of people,” he said, “who want to talk to you about how they
might be supportive in you running for president.”

I reminded Ken I wasn’t running for president. But when
he pressed, I agreed to show up.

I walked into the meeting along with Mary Pat, our son
Andrew, Mike DuHaime, Maria Comella, and Bill Palatucci.
The room was already packed with about fifty billionaires.
Despite Langone’s billing, nothing was small about this crew,
most especially not their aggregate net worth. A couple of
people who couldn’t make it in person were patched in by
speakerphone. The CEO from Morgan Stanley. Industrialist
and megadonor David Koch. One by one, about a dozen
people stood and explained why they were convinced I should
run for president. The party needed me. There was no one else.
My brand of commonsense, across-the-aisle Republicanism
was the only route forward. Then Langone stood and said,
“We have one other person who wants to speak to you,
Governor.” He looked into the front row, where Henry
Kissinger was pulling himself up on a cane.

“Governor,” he said, “I have known eight presidents in my



lifetime. And for the great presidents, there have only been
two consistent characteristics: courage and character. You have
both. Your country needs you.”

Then, Kissinger sat down.

This was all so overwhelming for a kid from Newark
who’d been governor for all of twenty months. These masters
of the universe were begging me to run for president.
“Governor,” Ken said, “the floor is yours.”

I think Ken was secretly hoping that I would stand up right
then and say, “I’m announcing my candidacy right here.”

Instead, I stood and said, “I’m still inclined not to run, for
all the reasons I’ve been saying for months now. But
obviously, all of you being here this morning was a huge, huge
surprise to me, and I’m incredibly gratified. Because of the
seriousness of all the men and women in this room, I think
Mary Pat and I have an obligation to go back and rethink our
position.” And that’s where I left it. On the way out the door,
Mike DuHaime, my political adviser, leaned over and said to
me, “I’ve never seen that before in my life, and I doubt I’ll
ever see that again. That was unbelievable.”

For the first time, I really did start to question whether I
should change my mind. As I was reflecting on that, another
event was already waiting on my calendar, a September 27
speech at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi
Valley, California. I’d agreed to speak back in the spring when
I got a handwritten note from Nancy Reagan. By the time
Mary Pat and I flew out of New Jersey and got to the Reagan
Library, I’d done fifty-six town hall meetings in twenty
months. Did this count as number fifty-seven?

A huge crowd turned out. The people couldn’t have been
nicer to us. Before I spoke, Mrs. Reagan walked me over to
the podium and said, “You know, this podium you’re standing
at, it was Ronnie’s last podium at the White House.”

“That’s a lot of pressure,” I told her. “I hope I’m not boring
tonight.”



I spoke about American exceptionalism, a topic Sarah Palin
had brought into the 2008 presidential election. Then the
questions began. Someone asked about immigration. Then a
man stood and said: “Governor Christie, you’re known as a
straight shooter, one not given to playing games.” I could feel
the setup. I knew what was coming. “Can you tell us what’s
going on here? Are you reconsidering or are you standing
firm?”

People cheered at that.

“Listen,” I said, as people laughed nervously. “I have to tell
you the truth. You folks are an incredible disappointment as an
audience. The fact that it took you until the second question to
ask that shows you people are off your game. That is not
American exceptionalism.”

The audience roared with laughter.

The questions continued—about school funding and public
employees and the high cost of benefits and the future of
Medicare and Medicaid. The last question came from a
woman in the balcony.

“Governor Christie,” she said, “all kidding aside. I’ve been
listening to you tonight. You’re a very powerful and eloquent
speaker, and you know how to tell the American people what
they need to hear. And I say this from the bottom of my heart,
for my daughter who’s right here and my grandchildren who
are at home. I know New Jersey needs you, but I really
implore you. I really do. This isn’t funny. I mean this with all
my heart. We can’t wait another four years, to 2016. I really
implore you, as a citizen of this country, to please, sir, to
reconsider. Don’t even say anything tonight. Of course, you
wouldn’t. Go home and really think about it.”

People began applauding. Wildly.

“Please,” she said. “Do it—do it for my daughter. Do it for
our grandchildren. Do it for our sons. Please, sir. We need you.
Your country needs you to run for president.”

Applause went on and on.



What do you say? I had no idea what to say.

Mary Pat looked at me from the front row, petrified. There
was another standing ovation. I was completely overwhelmed.
I thanked the people, and we flew back to New Jersey.

It was hard not to be moved by outpourings like this—the
billionaires in New York, the Reagan crowd in California. But
I had to settle this fast. I didn’t ever want to come across like
Mario Cuomo—God love him, Hamlet on the Hudson—who
could never seem to decide if he was or he wasn’t running for
president.

“Why wouldn’t I run?” I kept asking myself, followed by:
“Why would I?” I couldn’t do both. I talked to my political
people. I talked to my family. If I ran, I thought I would have a
shot at winning the nomination. Romney would be serious
opposition, but he didn’t scare me. We’d be a good contrast on
the campaign trail.

I never thought I would beat Obama. Most incumbent
presidents get reelected. Despite his shortcomings as a
president, he had sharp political skills. That wasn’t what made
the decision for me, but it was a factor. In the end, the biggest
reason was that I just didn’t feel ready. Not yet.

Since Obama and Trump, that may sound like a quaint
proposition, the idea that being governor for twenty months
wasn’t enough experience. But to me, that really mattered.
Someone said something to me—I don’t remember who—that
was bouncing around in my head: “The only thing worse than
running for president and losing is running for president and
winning when you’re not ready.”

The final decision came down to Mary Pat and me.

“What do you want to do?” she asked me.

“In my career,” I said, “when I can’t see it, I can’t do it. I
can’t see myself winning. I do not think I am ready. And if I
can’t see myself winning and being president, then I have no



business asking people for their money or for their vote. So,
I’m not going to do it.”

And that was it.


