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Chris Sununu eyes the GOP’s ‘normal’ lane in 2024. Does it exist?

By MarT FLEGENHEIMER
AnD Sopuie Park

42 NEWY YORK TVES

MANCHESTER — When then-Pres
ident Donald Trump visited New
Hampshire in 2018, a typical delega-
tion awaited him: flag-waving super-
fans, sign-carrying prolesters and the
sitting Republican governor.

Trump, true L form, seemed most
interested in the first group.

“They love me,” he said, admiring the
crowd in Manchester from his execu-
tive limousine, according to the gover
nor, Chris Sununu, who rode with him.
Trump singled out an especially zeal
ous-looking visitor. “You see that guy?”
he said. “He loves me.”

Never mind that the man's sign had
two words, Sununu recalled: a four-let-

ter profanity and “I'rump.”

two campaigns — is offering himself
up as a walking referendum on the
direction of his party.

“T don’t like losers,” Sununu has said,
edging toward a Trump echo. “I'm not
anti-Trump, 'm not pro-Trump. We're
Jjust moving on.”

As Sununu, 48, considers a White
House run, conferring with advisers
and road-testing a message of de-MA-
GA-fied conservalism, the case against
him as a national Republican force is
straightforward: He calls himself “pro-
choice™ and is far lesser known than
several would-be rivals. He represents
about twice as many people as a House
backbencher. He appraises himself as
a man of limited vocabulary and occa
sional malapropism. (“1 used to be very
shy and inverted,” he said in an inter-
view.)

But the case for Sununu, and agminst
Trumpism given recent electoral his-
tory, is even simpler, in his telling:
Check the scoreboard.

Last November, Sununu won reelec-
tion by more than 15 points in a state
that has awarded Democrats each of
its federal offices, the sort of big-tent
showing he says his party will require
in 2024. (Some other double-digit
Republican standouts, including
DeSantis, scored their midterm land-
slides in states that tilted broadly red.)

While Democrats are discarding
New Hampshire as the first-in-the-
nation presidential primary, its perch

“You like to think in that moment,
‘Well, maybe he just didn't see” the
povernor said. But some people, he sug
gested, see what they want to see.

Sununu sees things changing.

After three consecutive disap-
pointing election cycles for his party,
Sununu says the time for indulging
Trump's delusions has long passed.
The midterms, he argues, proved that
the nation, including many Repub-
licans, had little interest in the far-
right candidates the former president
backed. Even nominating a onetime
Trump acolyte from the prospective
2024 field, like Gov. Ron DeSantis of
Florida or the former United Nations
ambassador Nikki Haley, is a misread
of the moment, he says.

And so, Sununu — a “Seinfeld"-quot-
ing, COVID hooster-boosting son of a
governor who supported Trump’s first

with Republicans is secure, allowing
Sununu an early opportunity to prove

And in a race expected to teem
with top Trump officials and former
high-profile Trump endorsees, Sununu
is a local dynastic heir who might still
stake a greater claim than such com-
petitors to political independence and
self-sufficiency.

For now, his pre-candidacy — his role
as a national player at all — reprosents
an early experiment for the parly, a
real-time barometer for abortion pol
itics, Republican media strategy and
the durability of what he sees as a
dead-end Trumpian campaign mental-
ity in general elections.

“I'm conservative, I'm just not an
extremist.” Sununu said. “Sometimes
people confuse conservative with
extremist.”

His greater ambition, crisscrossing
his state on a recent weekday, seemed
to be that no one would confuse conser
vative with boring.

Over some 12 hours on the road, at
his office, in diner booths, on an icy
walking trail and in radio and televi-
sion studios for other media appear
ances, Sununu challenged young
voters o join him at “the cool table”
interspersing digressions on Batman,
“Boogie Nights” and bear habits (“Bears
Behaving Badly™ sits on his executive

see SUNUNU page 14

Gov. Chris Sununu talks to the people after finishing a milkshake at the Red Arrow Diner
In Manchester on Feb. 7. (Sophle Park/The New York Times)
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bookshelf) with meditations on
the “big-government authori-
tarian” impulses of certain cul-
ture-warring counterparts and
the fading salience of abortion
for many Republicans after
Dobbs.

He broke into a falset-
to-heavy “Jessie’s Girl" mgmﬂ.
a Fox producer named Jesse
before a remote interview. He
workshopped a Mitch McCo-
nnell impression, all throatl
sounds and inscrutability.

A willing namer of names,
Sununu tends to call most any
political figure he has met “a
friend” before merrily under-
cutting the premise under
light questioning.

“So,” he said when asked to
cite, say, DeSantis’ best qual-
ity as a friend, lingering over
plates of lunchtime chicken
tenders in Manchester, “how
are those tenders?”

A few bites later, Sununu
was demoting DeSantis, who
has a reputation for private
prickliness, to “a peer.”

For all his performative
candor — “I probably shouldn’t
say this” is a common pream-
ble — Sununu has at times
made the same calculations
as many fellow Republicans.
He said he would still support
Trump over any Democml. if
he recaptured the ti

Asked if there was anything

the former president could do
to lose him for good, two years
after the Jan. 6 Capitol riot,
Sununu summoned Trump’s
famed example of the violence
he could inflict without losing
anyone for good: “Shoot some-
body in the streets of Manhat-
tan,” Sununu said, “and we're
going to have a problem.”

If the governor has his way,
2024 will preclude any such
mo duemmas, w r h,‘i

or seeks to play New llnmp-
shire kingmaker for another
non-Trump candidate.

His appeal at home, friends
say, is approachability as
much as any signature policy.
“He can tell you the betting
line of the Patriot game,” said
Thomas D). Rath, a former
state attorney general and
longtime Republican strate-
gist. “He takes his garbage to
the dump on Saturdays.”

And his political mantra —
“Be normal,” Sununu has often
said, “keep it normal” — raises
two questions of
to the Repubhcun future:

Is he? And, in these plainly
abnormal Limm, is he right?

At minimum, Sununu comes
from normal-affiliating Repub-
lican stock.

His father, John — whose
portrait the younger Sununu
repositioned  slightly upon
taking office 0 he would not
find it staring back at him each

time he walked out — served
three terms as governor in the
19808 before becoming George
H.W. Bush’s first White House
chief of staff. The current
governor’s older brother, also
John, spent 12 years in Con-
gress before losing his Senate
seal in 2008,

On pohcy. Sununu has com-
bined a libertarian streak,
preaching ﬁml discipline and
tax relief, with an emphasis on
bipartisan causes such as the
opioid crisis.

If voters are persuaded that
Trumps time has passed,
another minefield looms for
Sununu. He insists it is not so
Lreacherous anymore, even for
a Republican who identifies as
o oice.”

“Traditionally, if it was a
governor or someone in this
type of position at the state,
they could be pro-life and say,
‘Look, nothing I can do,” he
said. “What Dobbs said is, You
want to be pro-life? Be pro-life.
You want to ban it? Ban it”
And some states may choose
to do that. I disagree”

In 2021, Sununu signed
a ban on abortions afler 24
wecks, While many Republican
governors have gone consider-
ably further, some conserva-
tive states have stopped short
of the most expansive restric-
tions.

“Either you're pro-abortion,
you're pro-life, or youre —

like most of us — somewhere
in the middle,” Sununu said.
“What are these other gov-
ernors going to do when they
stand on a stage and say, I'm
pro-life”? Bul you didn't ban
it. You didn't even try. Are you
really?”

The governor also criticized
ostensible conservatives for
targeting private businesses
deemed hostile to right-wing
values, citing DeSantis in par-
ticular. “Is government going
to solve a cultural issue?” he
asked. “No. Good Republi

tional news organizations or
unseripted public encounters.

“I would love to see what
happens when he walks in
here,” Sununu said over milk-
shakes at Red Arrow Diner
in Manchester, “to sit down,
to have a milkshake and just
chill. T dont know! I've never
seen it.”

As he weighs his own bid,
Sununu said he had until
“further down the road than
people think” to decide. A little

don't believe that.”
Some national Republ

lengthy dehboratxon. frustral;-

suspect Sununu is talking to
an electorate that largely does
not exist.

Recent history finds little
evidence that most Republi

ton who felt strung along

His subsequent failure to
get his preferred Ropublican,
Chuck Mome through a pri-
mary ag; Bolduc, who

cans are interested in a con-
sensus-minded  conservative.
“Sununu is my kind of candi-
date from the before-times,”
said Sarah Longwell, an anti-
Trump Republican strategist.
Now, she added, “What mat-
ters is: Do you make liberals
ery?”

1If nothmg else, Sununu has

had called the 2020 election
stolen, could hint at Sununu’s
limitations as a if
he skips 2024 himself (The
povernor  bhacked  Bolduc’s
ﬁul«i general election cam-

But Sununu has his local
During the lunch-
time mtemew. he recoived

plabform afforded to any not
ruling-it-out presidential can-
didate, hanging Halloween
decorations with CNN and
skiing with The Boston Globe.

Here, too, Sununu has found
fault with DeSantis and other
Republicans who shun tradi-

a ion of well-wishers,
slgnm the cast of a tween
(“Live free or die”), forgiving a
patron who almost called him
“John” and seeking counsel
from an employee who asked
about his “tough decision.”

“Youll do the right thing”
the man said.

Source: https://print.laconiadailysun.com/app/LAC662/editionguid/8c474fe1-8aaa-4fcb-al3e-

5d4179364634/pagenumber/13
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