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Live From Des Moines, It’s Caucus Night

By Katharine Q. Seelye 

and Barack Obama speaking in Des Moines after their victories on Thursday night. (Photos: Left, 
Todd Heisler/The New York Times; Right, Ozier Muhammad/The New York Times)

Goodnight Iowa! As we shut down for the evening, we’re contemplating the magnitude of Mr. 
Obama’s win here as well as the challenges for the Clinton campaign. Mr. Edwards is 
somewhere in the middle. He’s got bragging rights over Mrs. Clinton, even though he 
by only .28 percent and it’s not clear how much he can build on his showing here. Mrs. Clinton 
has just five days to prove she is electable; if Mr. Obama beats her in New Hampshire, he will 
almost certainly win South Carolina. And that makes the F
for her. 

We’re hearing that Bill Clinton is now planning to campaign intensely with Mrs. Clinton in New 
Hampshire, something he had not planned to do. Her campaign must still view him as more asset 
than deficit, especially in New Hampshire. But they have to be worried that he reminds them of 
the past, and it was Bill Clinton who always said elections were about the future.

We’re headed to New Hampshire in the morning and will see you back in this space soon.

10:58 p.m. | More on Turnout Our voting expert, Chris Hull, is looking at the map with all but 
a handful of precincts reporting final results. Mr. Obama has won a big broad swath of the state, 
from the most conservative areas in the northwest to the center. Mr. Edwar
hard-scrabble counties, which helped him eke out a second
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has a tiny percentage of African-American voters, many of whom live in Blackhawk County, 
which encompasses Waterloo. Mr. Obama won it big, 49 percent to the 32 percent won by both 
Mr. Edwards and Mrs. Clinton. 

A lot of the counties were close, but Mr. Obama managed to win just a little bit more in each. 
Here’s one that must have hurt: Clinton County went for Mr. Obama (16.9 percent to Mrs. 
Clinton’s 15.4 and Mr. Edwards’s 13.3.) 

“This is turn-out driven,” Mr. Hull said. He said that some of these people were the same ones to 
whom Howard Dean had tried to appeal in 2004 but failed to turn out. “Obama, from his earliest 
time in Iowa, was insistent that they organize these people on the ground after they found them 
on the Internet,” he said. 

10:20 p.m. | Biden Dropping Out Adam Nagourney reports: Joseph Biden of Delaware 
abandons bid for Democratic presidential nomination amid a poor showing in Iowa’s precinct 
caucuses, according to Biden campaign aides.  

Barack Obama 
spoke in Des Moines after winning the caucuses. (Photo: Jim Young/Reuters)  

10:06 p.m. | Obama Takes the Stage Barack Obama is giving a general election speech, not a 
partisan crowing.  

“They said this day would never come,” he said. “They said our sights were set too high. They 
said this country was too divided, too disillusioned to ever come together. But on this January 
night at this defining moment in history, you have done what the cynics said we couldn’t do.” 

“The time has come for a president who will be honest about the choices and the challenges we 
face,” Mr. Obama. “And in New Hampshire, if you give me the same chance that Iowa did 
tonight, I will be that president for America.” 

9:52 p.m. | Hit Him While He’s Up The Club for Growth gives a good signal of what lies in 
store for Mike Huckabee, even as he makes his victory speech. “The Club for Growth PAC urges 
New Hampshire voters to reject Mike Huckabee and his big-government policies next Tuesday,” 



the conservative group says in a statement that arrives literally while Mr. Huckabee is speaking. 
“Republican voters should nominate a leader who will return the party to the principles of 
economic conservatism, not an economic liberal who wants to be the John Edwards of the 
Republican Party.” 

Huckabee 
supporters. (Photo: Todd Heisler/The New York Times) 

9:48 p.m. | Huckabee Headquarters Mike Huckabee just delivered a victory speech to 
supporters in Iowa.  

“I wasn’t sure that I would ever be able to love a state as much as I love my home state of 
Arkansas, but tonight I love Iowa a whole lot,” he said.  

9:37 p.m. | Dodd Dropping Out CNN and the The Hartford Courant are reporting that Mr. 
Dodd is out. He is currently in seventh place. Mr. Dodd had relocated his wife and two daughters 
to a rented house in Des Moines to campaign full-time.  



Hillary Clinton 
conceded to Barack Obama in Des Moines. (Photo: Doug Mills/The New York Times) 

9:22 p.m. | Clinton’s Response Hillary Rodham Clinton is on television now. Like Mr. 
Edwards, Mrs. Clinton is not giving a concession speech. She’s spinning it forward. And trying 
to scare you a little bit in the process. She warns, vaguely, that Democrats need to nominate a 
candidate “who will be able to go the distance” and one “who will be ready on Day One.” She 
also tells us “the stakes are huge.” 

9:15 p.m. | Edwards Speaks Mr. Edwards is still in a dead heat with Mrs. Clinton for second 
place. But that hasn’t stopped him from piggybacking on Mr. Obama’s win to get before the 
cameras in the 10 p.m. hour: “The status quo lost and change won,” he declared.  

9 p.m | From Marion, Iowa Our colleague Matt Bai is with a Democratic caucus in Marion, a 
suburb of Cedar Rapids, where he said 243 delegates showed up; that’s at least twice the number 
from four years ago. Mr. Obama won. In the horse-trading that ensued after the first round, Mr. 
Bai said it was too chaotic to follow who went where. “But it seemed like some of Biden’s 
people went to Edwards, and some held undesignated. Richardson people seemed to flow to 
Obama. No sense for you of whether the Richardson people were directed in any way.” Our John 
Harwood had reported earlier that Mr. Richardson had made a deal for his supporters to back Mr. 
Obama in the event of a second ballot. 

8:49 p.m. | Not Dead Yet Looks like Fred Thompson, who is eking out a third-place finish over 
John McCain, is not out of the picture yet. On the other hand, Mr. McCain hardly played here. 
On the third hand, Mr. Thompson himself hardly played here. But Mr. McCain was obviously 
thrilled that Mr. Romney did not win Iowa, figuring this helps Mr. McCain triumph over him in 
New Hampshire. Our colleague Marc Santora, who is with Mr. McCain in New Hampshire, said 
that Mr. McCain seemed to sense that Mr. Romney would be coming after him big-time. 

He suggested Mr. Huckabee won in part because he ran a positive campaign. “Negative 
campaigns don’t work,” Mr. McCain said. “They don’t work there and they don’t work here in 
New Hampshire.” 

John Broder and Adam Nagourney have this report. 



8:41 p.m. | Calling for Obama The New York Times is projecting Barack Obama is the winner 
of the caucuses. For all the long slow buildup of this race over nearly a year, it seems amazing 
that it could have been over in less than 90 minutes. Eyes are just as quickly turning to New 
Hampshire, and beyond. With only five days until New Hampshire votes, we hardly have time to 
pause and reflect on Mr. Obama’s monumental accomplishment, that a black man has won a 
white state. This is the signal that black voters in South Carolina have been looking for. But Mrs. 
Clinton’s struggle right now is to come out ahead of Mr. Edwards here. They’re still in a dead 
heat. 

Our colleague Marjorie Connelly, from our polling desk, reports that Mr. Obama’s strength came 
from younger voters, voters who are looking for change, independents and very liberal 
Democrats. He was the first choice of a third of women voters. In fact, the poll of Democrats as 
they entered the caucuses suggests that women were closely divided between Mr. Obama and 
Mrs. Clinton. Mr. Obama did best among men. 

8:31 p.m. | Photo Finish Our voting expert, Chris Hull, says this early calling of the race is 
“madness,” especially calls made on entrance polls. About two-thirds of the precincts are 
reporting now. And Mr. Obama appears to be winning in the key battleground areas. “If he 
decisively wins Polk County and Cedar Rapids,” Mr. Hull said, “it’s going to be hard for her to 
make up the difference.” 

He also said that, as predicted earlier, Mr. Obama has a big edge with younger voters and Mrs. 
Clinton an edge with women, and the fight is over younger women. The entrance-poll folks are 
now calling the race for Mr. Obama. NBC News and CNN are projecting Mr. Obama is the 
winner as well.  

8:23 p.m. | More on the Numbers More evidence of Mr. Obama pulling away: he’s ahead in 
conservative areas that might have been Edwards territory. The Democratic side is starting to 
look like a photo finish for second place between Mr. Edwards and Mrs. Clinton. 

A young 
supporter held a campaign sign during Mike Huckabee’s caucus event tonight in Des Moines, 
Iowa. (Eric Thayer/Getty Images) 



8:05 p.m. | Romney Concedes Mitt Romney just appeared on Fox News Channel and 
congratulated Mike Huckabee on his victory in the caucuses. “I hope you’re also projecting I’m 
coming in second,” he said, adding he was looking ahead to New Hampshire. Mr. Romney has 
not called Mr. Huckabee to congratulate him yet.  

From our colleague David Kirkpatrick: The crowd at Huckabee headquarters was ebullient as 
television news programs called the race. One man shouted “serves you right for the negative 
ads” as Mr. Romney conceded in an interview on Fox News, and applause went up again when 
newscasters talked about Mr. Huckabee’s success turning out his evangelical base. Mr. 
Huckabee is expected to board a chartered jet for New Hamphire at 11:30 p.m. this evening — 
something that is almost an extravagance for his bare bones campaign.  

8:04 p.m. | Tight Race for Dems With about half the Democratic precincts reporting, Mr. 
Obama, Mr. Edwards and Mrs. Clinton are locked in a dead heat, with Mr. Obama pulling 33 
percent, Mr. Edwards and Mrs. Clinton essentially tied at 32 percent. In Polk County, where the 
party establishment is based, Mr. Obama is opening up a lead. That’s where Mrs. Clinton was 
presumed to be strong. He’s also pulling ahead in other indicator areas, like Cedar Rapids. 

8:04 p.m. | Some Calling It For Huckabee On the Republican side, only partial results are in 
but both CNN and MSNBC have called the race for Mike Huckabee. 

8:01 p.m. | More Numbers Not even a third of the precincts are reporting yet on the Democratic 
side. But here’s some bad news for Mrs. Clinton. Polk County, which encompasses Des Moines, 
should be one of her strongest counties. But so far, the race looks neck and neck: Mr. Obama is 
ahead there, with 195 delegates, compared with 191 for Mr. Edwards and 188 for Mrs. Clinton. 

7:55 p.m. | Final Count The Edwards group has 41 members, the Obama group 38, the Clinton 
group 30. “What threw me over to Edwards as a candidate is his longstanding presence here in 
Iowa and his stance against the status quo,” said David Alt, 45, a veterinarian, his wife and son 
with him. “We don’t need a return to the 90s.”  

Stacy Dobernecker, also in the Edwards group, pipes up. “Don’t forget we had 12 in the 
Richardson group,” she says to no one in particular. 

7:54 p.m. | Let’s Make a Deal Our colleague Ashley Parker, who is in Des Moines at the 
Plymouth Congregational Church, Precinct 73, said the official count for tonight was 454 people, 
which the caucus chairwoman said was “a record for participation.” In the first round, it was 217 
for Mr. Obama, while Mrs. Clinton was six short of the 68 she needed to crack the 15 percent 
viability. They were out in the hallway, trying to make deals. 

7:51 p.m. | Results We have an updating feed of results here from the Iowa caucuses.  

7:47 p.m. | First-Timers While there might be more caucus-goers than four years ago, the 
entrance polls suggest about the same ratio of first-time caucus-goers. That might be a 
disappointment to the Obama campaign, which has been banking on bringing out new-comers. 
But there’s also good news for Mr. Obama: those attending the caucuses are slightly younger 



than those four years ago. And about six of every 10 voters under 30 said they planned to support 
Mr. Obama. 

7:40 p.m. | Turnout All indications are that turnout is huge tonight. Our colleagues out in the 
caucuses are reporting bigger turnouts than four years ago. A message from the Edison/Mitofsky 
pollsters, who are conducting entrance polls, says that on the Democratic side, they have four 
vote reporters who are not being let into the caucuses to observe the initial preference, with the 
fire marshal in some cases telling them that the caucus room are too crowded. 

7:30 p.m. | More From Nevada The Richardson and Edwards groups are neighbors, and the 
first starts to bleed into the second, first slowly and then fast, to hugs and cheers. A few drift over 
the Obama camp as well. Is anyone walking over to the Clinton camp?  

7:20 p.m. | Rockin’ Out Lucky us! Ron Paul is having a party right next to our work space. His 
space is completely empty, except for the bartender and a couple of cops. But there’s a live band 
warming up. That means a throbbing beat is vibrating these thin hotel partitions. Our whole 
collective head is vibrating too. Is this Mr. Paul’s revenge on the MSM? 

Nevada, 
Iowa. (Photo: Stephen Crowley/The New York Times) 

7: 20 p.m. | Back to Nevada All eyes are on the Richardson group, which has 14 members, five 
short of a delegate. “Go with your heart tonight, and your mind!” exclaims Sherry Swihart, 54, a 
teacher in Des Moines, as she tries to urge her neighbors into her undersized group. For a good 
ten minutes, the Richardson contingent does not budge. Harold Swihart, her husband and the 
Richardson precinct captain, says that contrary to news reports, he has received no instructions as 
to which candidate his group should support in the case of viability.  

Ms. Johnson, still undecided, thinks she will join the Richardson group. “I have some friends 
who are Richardson people,” she says hesitantly. “I have been a Richardson supporter at one 
moment in time.” Also, she would like her caucus to have more than three viable candidates.  

The 12 Richardson members—two have mysteriously disappeared—are standing together, 
refusing to budge. In fact, they want the Obama and Edwards groups, the largest in the room, to 



give them spare members instead, so they can reach viability. Ms. Zierke promises that if the 
Richardson crew comes over, she will give them a delegate in the state convention. (A purely 
symbolic offer, since what really matters is tonight’s results).  

“So tell me, what do we do?” says Stacy Dobernecker, a 43 year old high school teacher, looking 
confused.  

7:18 p.m. | The Gatherings More from Jodi Kantor in Nevada: “After the first round of voting, 
the room looks similar to the Des Moines Register Poll. Clinton 29, Edwards 29, Obama 32, with 
the rest of the voters scattered in soon-to-dissolve groups.” 

7:07 p.m. | Packed Rooms Check out C-SPAN, which is terrific, as usual, where you can watch 
a caucus in Des Moines unfold in real time. The precinct where their cameras are is packed. 
SRO! Don’t know how many are just observers or how many are caucus-goers or, especially 
important in this contest, how many are new caucus-goers. 

6:45 p.m. | Checking on Nevada Jodi Kantor reports: “Beginning the proceedings, Ms. Johnson 
asks how many of the over 100 people who have checked in are first time caucusgoers. About 
half raise their hands.” 

6:39 p.m. | The Clintons Here’s a great image conjured up by Rick Klein, who’s live blogging 
for ABC News. He writes: “We just learned that both Chelsea and Bill Clinton will be 
“observing” caucuses this evening — different ones. Wonder if Chelsea will answer questions 
from caucus-goers. And imagine caucusing for Obama while President Clinton watches!” 

Central 
Elementary School in Nevada, Iowa. (Photo: Stephen Crowley/The New York Times)  

6:18 p.m. | Food Fight in Nevada When we arrive at the elementary school at 5:30 p.m., it’s 
empty except for a few kids still playing basketball in the gym, Ms. Johnson and Paul Johnson, 
her husband, and three volunteers for Mrs. Clinton.  

With the sandwiches.  



The Clinton volunteers have come armed with a rather impressive 
arsenal. (Photo: Stephen Crowley/The New York Times)  

They and Ms. Johnson have reached a compromise: they can serve dinner just outside the caucus 
room but not in it.  

The Clinton volunteers have come armed with a rather impressive arsenal: not only dinner and 
boxes of store-bought cookies, but large glossy photos of the candidate hugging nameless 
supporters. When I ask Ginger Primrose, 38, a piano accompanist here in Nevada and Mrs. 
Clinton’s precinct captain, how she plans to persuade supporters of losing candidates to support 
Mrs. Clinton instead, she shows me a slick little spiral bound book the campaign produced, 
neatly tabbed with talking points. The book starts with a page called “Talking Points: Your 
Story,” with a space for Ms. Primrose to write her own arguments.  

“The most valuable talking point you have is why you support Hillary for president,” the 
instructions read. “Keep it short, simple and from the heart.”  

Ms. Primrose’s page is blank.  

After that, there is a page for each other Democratic candidate, with instructions on how to lure 
his supporters. For instance:  

“Chris Dodd’s supporters are standing with him because they’re looking for someone with 
experience, someone who will end the war in Iraq and restore America’s standing in the world. 
Senator Dodd also talks a lot about strengthening our education system—he is known as one of 
Congress’ premier advocates for children and families.”  

And then, the refrain, repeated on each candidate’s page: “You need to show them how Hillary is 
similar.”  

Taken as a whole, the book makes the rather unstirring argument that Mrs. Clinton is like every 
other candidate in the field.  

At six, the Obama team arrives. With miniature American flags and homemade cookies.  

6:13 p.m. | Overheard While eating at a “hole-in-the-wall” in Des Moines, the folks over at 
TownHall overheard Ed Rollins, the salty consultant to Mike Huckabee, chatting away freely 
about his candidate and the campaign.  



6 p.m. Central Time | Showtime! A soft orange dusk is just settling over Des Moines now. The 
city lights are twinkling. Iowans are about to head out to their caucuses. And maybe they’ll 
commit an act of history. 

They’re meeting in precincts all over the state at 6:30 p.m., Central time, with the caucuses to 
start at 7:00. We’re expecting results sometime around 8:30 or 9 p.m. Republicans will be 
reporting earlier than Democrats because the Republicans have a more straightforward caucusing 
system. Don’t get us started on the Dems. 

The Times has set up a bureau in the Marriott Hotel, adjacent to the convention center where the 
returns will be coming in. We just visited the Polk County Convention Complex and ran into lots 
of spinners, er, top advisers, who work for many of the campaigns. Of course they’re all being 
jolly, but have no clue what will happen. 

We’re settling in to live blog the evening. Some of our colleagues are attending caucuses around 
the state, and we’ll bring you their reports from the scene. We’ve also been talking to 
Christopher C. Hull, who is an expert on Iowa voting, to get a feel for what to look for as the 
returns come in. He’s a native Iowan, teaches at Georgetown, and just wrote a book called 
“Grassroots Rules” about the Iowa caucuses. We’ll be checking in with him as events unfold and 
will tell you whatever else is going on in the blogosphere and on TV. So come back here early 
and often. 

Let’s start off with a report from our colleague, Jodi Kantor, who is in Nevada (no, not that one, 
it’s a town in the middle of Iowa and is pronounced NeVAYda). 

�


