
A Lot of People Want Lindsey Graham Retired. Jaime 
Harrison Thinks He’s the Man to Do It.
When a young, Black, Yale-educated Democrat emerged as a genuine threat to take Strom 
Thurmond's old Senate seat, the incumbent’s many detractors took notice—and forked over piles of 
cash. But will it be enough in ruby-red South Carolina?
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Around the town of Orangeburg, in the Midlands of South Carolina, 
the days had retractable fangs, like the copperheads in the woods and the water 
moccasins in the river. The fangs came out at night, gleaming in the moonlight 
through the canopies of Spanish moss. Jaime Harrison heard the story from his 
grandmother Jimmie Lou, who, with his grandfather Willie, helped raise him. 
Jimmie Lou told him about what it was like when she was coming up in and around 
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Orangeburg, where the family home was, and where the fangs of the night were ever 
present, and where nocturnal menace was as general as the still, humid air.

“It was a fear that I’d never seen in my grandma’s eyes before,” said Harrison, forty-
four, a Democrat running to take Lindsey Graham’s seat in the United States Senate.
“She told me about this time when she was a little girl. She was playing in the house 
with her sisters and brothers, and all of a sudden her mom told them all to come to 
the one room in the middle and to shush, be quiet. She said she had never saw her 
mom that serious before. “She said they sat there, and it was only probably a few 
minutes, but it felt like hours. And afterward she asked her, ‘Mom, what was 
wrong?’ And her mom said the KKK was marching down the street with their 
torches, and she huddled them together. It was a pain that I saw in my grandma. It’s
that type of thing that is passed on from generation to generation. When I hear 
stories about the Orangeburg massacre—that’s a pain that Black folks have been 
living with for generations.”

“To campaign in the South is a unique cultural experience,” Harrison said.



On February 8, 1968, three Black students from South Carolina State University, 
one of two historically Black colleges in Orangeburg, were gunned down by state 
highway patrolmen for the crime of trying to desegregate a local bowling alley. The 
unarmed students had lit a bonfire on the edge of campus, and the police opened 
fire in the darkness. Twenty-eight people were wounded, including Cleveland 
Sellers, the father of future South Carolina state legislator and CNN pundit Bakari 
Sellers. Nine of the sixty-six patrolmen on the scene were brought to trial. All were 
acquitted. Only Cleveland Sellers went to prison, for “participating in a riot” outside 
the bowling alley. (He was pardoned a quarter century later.)

This is South Carolina, after all, the home office of American sedition, the place 
where secession was born. “Here is where treason began,” declared a Union soldier 
under William Tecumseh Sherman, as his Army of the Tennessee prepared to march
on the state, “and by God, here is where it shall end.” Of course, the fight did not 
end. It just changed form. To provide for the maintenance of white supremacy, one 
side exchanged Confederate gray for Klan white and turned away from armed revolt 
and back toward working within the institutions of government. To impress upon 
Black citizens the iron reality of this new old order, they put up statues of their fallen
leaders and ran up the bygone battle flag at the state capitol. And at night, the riders
with their torches came, and people huddled in their kitchens, hushed their 
children, and hoped that the shadows would pass on by.

One weekend last September, the cars were lined up along U. S. 501 in the 
unincorporated town of Galivants Ferry, a bright little smudge on the map along the 
banks of the Little Pee Dee River. John C. Calhoun still stood tall on his one-
hundred-foot pedestal down in Charleston, though the battle flag was gone from the 
capitol. It was so very long ago, September 2019, before impeachment hearings and 
sickness and uprisings in the streets. It was so very long ago, and there was still a 
presidential campaign that you could reach out and touch, and cheer and toast with 
Coca-Cola, or with something harder if you liked, and that campaign was coming on 
that bright September morning to Galivants Ferry. That’s why the cars were lined up
along 501, waiting to park amid the pecan trees.

For the first time, Democratic candidates for president were coming. Joe Biden, 
whose campaign was floundering. Pete Buttigieg and Amy Klobuchar and, yes, even 
Bill de Blasio. I wandered through the crowd, buttonholing voters and discovering a 
real taste for chicken bog, the local delicacy, a chicken, rice, and sausage concoction 
that can surely be eaten by the bucketful. I stood at a table sampling some. “It’s 
good, isn’t it?” asked a youngish, round-faced man. “Hello, I’m Jaime Harrison, and 
I’m running for Senate.” When it was time for him to speak, Harrison took his place 
behind the big wooden stump—and yes, there actually was a stump. “You know, 
growing up as a Democrat here in South Carolina, one of your bucket-list items is to 
get up and speak at this nice stump right here. And I want to thank the Holliday 
family for continuing this amazing and unique tradition here in South Carolina,” he 



told the crowd. “For far too long, we have been silent in the face of hatred. We have 
been silent in the face of bigotry. Enough is enough.”

It wasn’t just dark legacies that got Harrison into this race. He’d also had just about
enough in 2018.

The seat Harrison is running for was occupied for forty-eight years by Strom 
Thurmond, who’d run for president in 1948 in revolt against the civil-rights plank in
the Democratic National Convention platform. But it wasn’t just dark legacies that 
got Harrison into this race. He’d also had just about enough in 2018, while watching
the red-faced, hysterical Yosemite Sam performance of Thurmond’s successor, 
Lindsey Graham, in defense of Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh.

“It was those hearings that really pushed me over, to be quite honest,” Harrison 
said. “Not so much because I thought Graham shouldn’t vote for Justice Kavanaugh.
Listen, you can’t be naive in this business. Lindsey Graham’s a Republican, and the 



Republican president nominated somebody to be on the Supreme Court. Where I 
really had a problem was the treatment of Dr. Ford in that hearing.”

Dr. Christine Blasey Ford had accused Kavanaugh of sexually assaulting her in high 
school, and Kavanaugh had denied it. At the hearing to vet the allegation, Senate 
Republicans brought in a special counsel, Rachel Mitchell. For Ford’s testimony, 
Graham, like all Republicans on the Senate Judiciary Committee, ceded his time to 
Mitchell. But for Kavanaugh’s testimony, when Graham’s turn to question the 
nominee came around, he kept his time and used it to turn the hearing into a tribal 
war. “What you want to do is destroy this guy’s life, hold this seat open, and hope 
you win in 2020,” Graham shouted at the Democrats on the dais. “To my 
Republican colleagues, if you vote no, you’re legitimizing the most despicable thing I
have seen in my time in politics.” From that point on, none of his Republican 
colleagues ceded their time to the special counsel so that she might actually 
investigate Ford’s charges.

“It was all fake. It was all him performing for President Trump,” Harrison said. “And
one of the things I said was that we are suffering here in South Carolina. People 
literally are dying because they don’t have health care, and this guy isn’t lifting a 
finger. But because he’s trying to rebuild his image in the eyes of the president, he 
will do and say anything.”



"Because he’s trying to rebuild his image in the eyes of the president," Harrison said
of Graham, "he will do and say anything.”

For years, South Carolina Republicans had questioned their senator’s conservative 
credentials. Lindsey Graham’s politics make a chameleon look like a lump of coal. 
He made his bones as a member of the House during the impeachment of Bill 
Clinton, and was one of the House managers in the Senate trial. After four terms in 
Congress, he successfully ran for Senate, then morphed into one of John McCain’s 
best friends and moderated his politics. When the Tea Party exposed the extremist 
roots that the party had been cultivating for thirty years, Graham found himself 
marked as a RINO. Still, he jumped into the 2016 Republican presidential primary, 
and throughout his own brief campaign and well into the general election, he 
excoriated Donald Trump more vigorously than almost any of his rivals did.



But not long after the unthinkable happened, Graham leaped aboard the Trump 
Train. By now, he’s spent a little too long in the club car. There’s Graham during the 
2016 primaries, calling Trump a “jackass.” Here’s Graham, batting it around 
Bedminster with the jackass. There’s Graham, mournfully declaiming Bill Clinton’s 
high crimes and misdemeanors. Here’s Graham, explaining that evidence of the 
president’s attempt to get an ally to help him game his reelection is a hoax and a 
fraud and a waste of the Congress’s time.

At the cost of growing national ridicule, Graham has restored his standing with the
Republican rank and file in his home state.

At the cost of growing national ridicule, Graham has restored his standing with the 
Republican rank and file in his home state, who seem to approve of his slow dance 
with the president. Graham has a formidable campaign war chest and is still raising 
money, although Harrison has fought him to at least a draw there. The Democrat is 
a national candidate, attracting money from people all over the country who’d very 
much like to see Graham gone. In this, parallels can be drawn between Harrison’s 
campaign and the recent upstart efforts of people like Beto O’Rourke in Texas, 
Stacey Abrams in Georgia, and Andrew Gillum in Florida.

Of course, all three lost. Of course, none ran in 2020, the plague year, illuminated by
the firelight of a civil-rights movement that rose again in this country as swiftly as 
the pandemic struck. The president’s bungled and inhumane response to the latter 
development has transformed the campaign. By midsummer, South Carolina had a 
massive spike in confirmed COVID-19 cases, along with the state’s first cases of 
multisystem inflammatory syndrome, the condition associated with the novel 
coronavirus that afflicts children. The campaign is now also a referendum on a set of
leaders on whose watch more than 130,000 Americans never made it to the Fourth 
of July.

Harrison grew up poor. He grew up rural. “I’ve worked cornfields,” he 
said. “I’ve picked butter beans, okra, watermelon, cantaloupe, honeydew. I’ve 
butchered pigs, chickens. We made our own sausage and pudding.” Soon after he 
was born, he and his mother, Patricia, moved in with her parents. One day, Patricia 
started showing up at Starflo, a local manufacturing plant; on her fourth trip, they 
finally hired her. “I was packing valves,” she said. “Like the on-off for the water 
spigot. And I was the number-one packer in the plant. I was so happy I had a real 
job.”

Harrison knew his father, who had another family across town from Jimmie Lou 
and Willie’s house. “For the first few years, he would come around, like at 
Christmas, even after, when he met someone else and got married and had kids,” 
Harrison said of his father. “I would see my half brothers from time to time. But 
when I was in fourth grade, he just went MIA. I didn’t see them anymore.” At home, 
Harrison read voraciously—comic books at first, Marvel for preference. He and his 



grandfather watched the evening news every night, Brokaw for preference. (Willie 
was a laborer who built a number of the roads around Orangeburg, but who 
ultimately lost a leg to diabetes that he couldn’t afford to control.) By the time 
Harrison got to Orangeburg-Wilkinson High School, he was an academic star. In 
eleventh grade, he was elected president of the local chapter of the National Honor 
Society. He summoned up the considerable brass to ask Representative James 
Clyburn to come to his induction. Curious, the newly elected congressman agreed, 
and when he got to Orangeburg, Harrison asked him for a job. “I detected 
something special in this young man,” Clyburn said. “I mean, you got to respect him 
for his tenacity.” Four years later, Harrison got an internship in the congressman’s 
office.

Harrison pressing the flesh at last year's Galivants Ferry Stump, a tradition for
South Carolina Democratic candidates since 1876.

In Clyburn, he’d found a guide and a mentor and a “political father.” Harrison went 
on to Yale and then, after a year teaching back at his old high school, he enrolled in 
Georgetown Law School. In 2003, he joined Clyburn’s staff. When Clyburn became 
House majority whip in 2007, Harrison rose with him, serving as floor director, a 
low-key but powerful legislative role. Harrison was there when the economy crashed
in 2008, and when secretary of the Treasury Hank Paulson and Federal Reserve 
chairman Ben Bernanke called the congressional leadership together one night and 
told them that if they didn’t pass a massive bailout package, “we won’t have an 
economy by Monday.” Harrison helped whip the votes for the TARP bailout that 



eventually passed. “I had never seen a meeting with members of Congress from the 
leadership that were speechless,” he said. “I mean, you could have heard a church 
mouse in that room.”

That year, Harrison met Marie Boyd, a fellow lawyer from Utah. On their first date, 
Marie told Jaime about her home, and Jaime told her about Orangeburg and his 
grandparents. “We talked a lot about family traditions. We talked about things that 
are our family,” said Boyd, who married Harrison in 2010. “In the course of that 
conversation, I really took away how much Jaime deeply cares about South Carolina 
and the issues that impact the lives of South Carolinians. So that’s the first date.”

After leaving Clyburn’s staff, Harrison took a job with the lobbying shop run by Tony
Podesta, the brother of former White House chief of staff John Podesta, a firm that 
made a cameo appearance in Robert Mueller’s investigation into Paul Manafort. 
There, Harrison’s clients included Walmart, Bank of America, and Wells Fargo. The 
latter two, of course, were beneficiaries of the TARP program. With the national 
Democratic party sliding left, this has been a red flag to some of the party’s more 
dedicated southpaws. Against some attacks from the progressive left during this 
campaign, Harrison has argued that he doesn’t need lectures from anyone about the 

problems of poverty.

“I detected something special in this young man,” Rep. James Clyburn said of his
early encounters with Harrison. "You got to respect him for his tenacity.”

He won the election for chairman of the South Carolina Democratic party in 2013 
and found himself thrust into the national spotlight two years later following the 
massacre at Mother Emanuel Church in Charleston. Harrison did a number of TV 
interviews in which he tried to explain that South Carolina was changing, Dylann 
Roof’s fanatic barbarism notwithstanding. He spoke emotionally about his ties to 



Clementa Pinckney, the senior pastor at Mother Emanuel and a state senator. And 
he wasted no time in demanding that the Confederate banner cease waving in front 
of the state capitol. “It’s long past time for that flag to come down,” he said at the 
time. “I understand that a lot of folks feel that it’s their heritage, but that flag 
symbolizes a lot of negative.”

He ran for national chair of the Democratic National Committee in 2017 but 
dropped out of the race and gave his support to Tom Perez, Barack Obama’s labor 
secretary, who in turn appointed Harrison to a senior position at the DNC. Harrison 
was following the well-trod career path of a Clinton-Obama-era Democrat.

As a Senate candidate, he hasn’t strayed too far from that lane. His health-care 
proposal is about lowering costs, but there’s nothing there about Medicare for All. 
There is no mention of a Green New Deal in his environmental plan, but he wants to
rebuild and strengthen South Carolina’s infrastructure against the climate crisis and
its inevitable consequences.

He was set up to be a perfect Biden Democrat—in February, anyway. And it might’ve
worked, though odds are that it wouldn’t have.

But those considerations are out the window. He’s still running against Lindsey 
Graham, but now he’s doing so the way the rest of us have been shopping and 
meeting and living in this strange aquarium existence. The interviews for this story 
were conducted by Zoom, and so are his fundraising events. He’s been quarantining 
for months with Boyd and their two young children, and he plans to continue for the
foreseeable future. He’s improvising campaign strategy on the fly.



“To campaign in the South is a unique cultural experience,” he said. “You go into the
little church facilities and meet people, or you go to a spaghetti supper, and it’s 
about talking and hugging and shaking hands. It’s hard not to be able to do that 
now. There’s really no playbook for this.” And at the same time, the country is in the 
middle of a social and political upheaval unlike any it’s seen since the embers cooled
in Watts, and Newark, and Detroit in the mid-sixties. Every issue on which the 
campaign once turned has been freighted with medical peril and historical baggage. 
There have been so many false dawns already. Nobody wants to hear “never again” 
again. When a Minneapolis cop smothered George Floyd against the asphalt, all the 
bills came due in a hurry once more. Breonna Taylor. Ahmaud Arbery, Rayshard 
Brooks. A cry this time for a real dawn, or a plunge into deeper darkness.

“I really feel as though we’re at a crossroads,” Harrison said. “The types of reactions,
but also the diversity that I see in terms of the response. Normally, it’s mostly Black 
folks out marching, or it’s mostly Black folks talking about these issues. But for the 
first time really in my lifetime, I see folks saying, ‘You know what, let me carry some 
of this weight also. I may not be Black, I may not understand what you’re going 
through—the difficulty in terms of raising a Black child, or losing a child—but I hear 
your pain, I appreciate what you’re going through, and I want to help.’ My goal is 
that forty years from now, when my boys are my age, they’re not having these same 
conversations.”



There was a stirring of something that day at the Galivants Ferry Stump, 143 
years since the first gathering by that name. The inaugural Stump was held in 1876, 
during what was quite possibly the dirtiest and most consequential election in 
American history. The event was arranged on behalf of Wade Hampton III, a former
Confederate general and the scion of one of the biggest slaveholding families in the 
state. The white nation’s zeal for Reconstruction was fading before the noisy 
onslaught of the Gilded Age. The national election between Republican Rutherford 
B. Hayes and Democrat Samuel Tilden was razor-close. All over the South, so-called 
Redeemers waged war and terror on newly enfranchised Black voters, and nobody 
waged a harder and dirtier campaign than Wade Hampton. After a massacre of 
Black residents in the town of Hamburg, Hampton blamed Reconstruction for 
having ignited a “race war.” As part of his campaign, which he ran out of a 
Charleston brothel, Hampton arranged with the Holliday family to put on a political 
event hard by the Little Pee Dee River, and the Galivants Ferry Stump was born.

"When you understand history, you can make history," Harrison said. "When this
thing started, the idea of somebody like me up there speaking on that stump?”

COURTESY

The election ended with Hampton installed as governor, because when a special 
commission in Washington settled the presidential election in favor of Hayes, the 
price for that deal was the withdrawal of federal troops from the South and the de 
facto end of Reconstruction. So there was a remarkable bit of historical English on 
the way events had spun forward to have Jaime Harrison, a Black son of a teenage 
mother who’d grown up in poverty in Orangeburg, talking at an event that had been 
born of pure, undiluted white supremacy. It was something beyond mere irony. 
There was a kind of Newtonian physics to what was happening: At long last, an 
equal and opposite force had been brought to bear.



Harrison felt it, too. “It’s amazing, because you see the entire political evolution of 
the South,” he told me as the afternoon softened into evening. “Like I say, when you 
understand history, you can make history. When this thing started, the idea of 
somebody like me up there speaking on that stump?”

I cracked wise that when Harrison was earlier embraced onstage by former state 
senator John Land, a white man in a big straw hat whom Mark Twain would have 
hired as a local consultant on the spot, old Wade Hampton III, down in the burial 
ground of the Trinity Episcopal Cathedral in Columbia, probably began revolving at 
a considerable rate. The sun fell gently behind the pecan trees and over the river.

“Good,” Jaime Harrison told me. “I hope he’s spinning.”
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