Convention Journal

Long story short:  I was elected a delegate at our Congressional District Convention because, just two days before, the Catholic bishop of Colorado Springs had basically said that people who vote pro-choice probably shouldn’t present themselves for holy communion.  People took it as a swipe against Democrats because, as we all know, Democrats are generally pro-choice and Republicans generally aren’t.

People running for delegate to the national convention were allowed to introduce themselves and give about a one sentence speech.  (This was the last item of business, and people wanted to go home.)  Wearing my clerical collar—I’d just come from a meeting—I said, “Democrats are welcome to take communion at my church.”  There was a huge burst of applause and cheering, and I wound up getting elected.  That nine-word speech is the most effective I’ve ever given.

Plus, I’d made up a little flyer, which is no big whoop since about 60 other people did as well, though if a person had wanted to wade through all that material—and some did—they would have noted some cool items on my flyer, such as that I can legitimately say that I’ve been acquainted with John Kerry for 33 years.  He and I had dinner together back in 1971.  

When Kerry was in Denver last summer, I made mention of this to him, and he looked at me like I was a possible schizoid.  Then I said, “Hays, Kansas.”  A look of recognition passed his face and he said, “I gave a speech there!”  
I was student body president then, and my job was to go pick up speakers at the airport, take them to dinner, get them fixed up at the Holiday Inn, make sure they brushed their teeth, and then take them to give their speech.  This was about the only good thing about being student body president.  You got to meet some neat people.  So John Kerry and I go way back. 
I also thought it better not to say a whole bunch of stuff in this flyer because people wouldn’t read it.  Better to keep it short.  I mentioned that my first campaign was RFK in 1968, that I’d been a precinct committeeperson for 33 years, in three different states, said that I was “pro-education, pro-labor, pro-environment,” which is true, and quoted President Lyndon Baines Johnson, who once said, “I’m in favor of a lot of things and against a mighty few.”  Sounds like a Democrat to me.

None of which would have amounted to anything if I hadn’t given that little speech though.  The Bishop’s position had been roundly criticized all around the state, and it touched a particular nerve, of course, with Democrats.  They wanted to hear somebody in my position, dressed like I was dressed, say exactly what I said.  (I say this not to toot my own horn, but to indicate the depth of feeling that surrounds this issue.) 

Julee and I went to a meeting of the Colorado delegation about two months before the convention.  There were 73 of us, and there were some logistical details to go over, and some procedural items that needed to be done, most of which would have been completely uncontroversial in any other group—but not among Democrats.  We didn’t meet the gender and race guidelines, someone said.  Not enough gays and lesbians in the delegation, said another.  Another objected to Gary Hart being selected as head of the delegation.  Various little speeches ensued, some pointed, some nonsensical.  Votes were taken.  Snarky comments were made.  If you’ve been around awhile, you recognize this as being pretty much business as usual.  I turned to Julee and said, “You need to understand that this is a very typical Democratic meeting.  Do you still want to go to the convention?”  
We arrived in Boston about 6:00 p.m. on Sunday night, got to our hotel shortly thereafter, and promptly faced a difficult decision:  to do what I wanted, which was go to a free concert by the Boston Pops that was only a very few short blocks away, or—Julee’s preference—find Legal’s Sea Foods and eat dinner.  
Naturally, we went to Legal’s, which was, admittedly, the recommendation of three Bostonians on our flight into Boston, and also the recommendation of the concierge at the hotel.  Who was I, one mere mortal, to stand against such formidable opposition?

This was my first trip to Boston, and I felt fortunate that our hotel—the Wyndham—was right in the heart of the city.  (Entire delegations stay in one hotel.  The South Dakota and Georgia delegations also stayed at the Wyndham.) 
Boston is a pretty city.  The old red brick buildings are punctuated by modern high rises, which gives the city a distinguished yet contemporary look.  The harbor lends a seafaring air, and the history of the place makes you feel that you are on one of the main arteries of the American experience.  
Bostonians supposedly have an inferiority complex about their city, but that’s because they keep comparing themselves to New York.  Boston looks pretty good stacked up against most other cities.  

Our hotel was on Broad Street, which wasn’t.  Streets in this part of the city are pretty narrow.  The next street over was Milk Street where the colonial farmers milked their cows.  One block over was Haymarket Street, where hay was sold.  

The city is quite compact and walkable.  Boston harbor was only two blocks away from our hotel if you went either east or north.  Faneuil Hall—the “cradle of liberty”—was also two blocks away, along with Quincy Market and the Old Statehouse (once used by the British colonial government, and still the only building in Boston that is allowed to display the British crest).
The South Dakota, Georgia, and Colorado delegations had an opening reception together on Sunday night.  The highlight of this event for me was meeting Cong. John Lewis of Atlanta, a true hero.  During the civil rights movement in the 1960’s, he was beaten so badly that he was thought to be dead, and still bears scars from the experience.
Our delegation had breakfast together every morning.  You pretty much had to attend because credentials were given out one day at a time, at breakfast.  These were great meetings, and I wouldn’t have wanted to miss them anyway, although sleep does seem to be a rare commodity and starts looking really good long about Wednesday morning.

The special guest at our first breakfast was former Secretary of State Madeline Albright.  Colorado is considered a “swing state,” which means that you get the special treatment, which includes good seats at the convention and the “A list” of speakers for your delegation gatherings.  Andre and Chris Heinz, John Kerry’s step-sons, also visited that first morning.  Andre did some dead-on imitations of Arnold Schwarzenegger and Bill Clinton.  Sen. Jon Corzine of New Jersey stopped by to speak on behalf of Ken Salazar, a Senate candidate in our state, in a race that is being watched intently by both parties.

The first breakfast was hosted by new Denver Mayor, John Hickenlooper, a fine fellow and good mayor.  (He currently has a 70% approval rating in Denver.)  We have mutual friends as it turns out.  Dave and Colleen Robinson of Denver are old friends of mine from Hays.  Hickenlooper slept on the couch at Colleen’s family’s house for a few weeks when he first moved to Denver some years ago.  We enjoyed getting to know him better.


Later that day, we went on a harbor cruise with our delegation.  I spent a good share of time talking with the spouse of a delegate from Boulder.  He makes independent documentaries and had quite a colorful history, such as making films in the eastern bloc during the height of the cold war in the 1950’s.  He’s one of those fellows who was on a State Department “watch list” at the same time he was working for the government.  He knew something about sea vessels and military hardware, and pointed out to me that all the various other vessels in the water with us were Boston Police, Secret Service, or Coast Guard. 

The security was very tight, as you might imagine.  (Both conventions are considered possible terrorist targets.)  There were clusters of uniforms all through the downtown area.  When we left on Friday, a policeman at the airport said that there had been only three arrests during the convention, which surprised everyone.  If you thought about it, though, it made some sense.  If someone had tried to rob, say, a jewelry store, there would have been 100 police on him within ten seconds.

The security people were quite friendly, I should add.  One of them told me that they’d all been instructed to be as positive and low-key as possible.  The concierge at the hotel said the same thing.  They were told, “If you don’t know how to smile, learn.”  It worked.  Everyone was very welcoming, and the locals were a lot of fun.

With the exception of one person, however.  Julee was walking around Quincy Market on Monday when some ignorant dipwad playing a tape-recorded message viciously hostile toward Sen. Kerry started following her around.  She ducked into a store to avoid this person and ran into Wilma Webb, wife of former Denver Mayor, Wellington Webb, who said, “Don’t worry, honey, I know how to handle this,” which she did.  If you know anything about Wilma Webb, you have complete confidence that what she said is indeed so.
That first day, I left for the convention at about 5:00, which was a mistake.  The first speech of any consequence was by Al Gore, and that wasn’t until about 8:30, which meant that I spent three and a half hours listening to speeches by people I’d never heard of and likely never would again—the Idaho Secretary of Education, say, or a candidate for Sheriff in Alabama. 
Political conventions are something like a “world series for politicians” so, naturally, speechifying is one of the main items of business.  I appreciate a good speech, but it was nice to have occasional breaks for entertainment—Patti LaBelle, Brian McKnight, John Mellencamp, for example.  

Some people clearly have a gift for giving a speech while others do not.  One fellow did everything just right—modulated his voice well, had good gestures, etc.—but his speech felt canned and artless, like he’d practiced in front of a mirror a couple of dozen times so that he’d get everything just right.

The most difficult speeches for me to sit through were the ones that were utterly predictable.  Yes, saying “elect John Kerry the next President of the United States” is a sure applause line at a Democratic convention, but after you’ve heard it 40-50 times (in the first night alone), it can get a bit tedious.  The worst speeches of all were those that were mere applause lines strung together.  I appreciated people like Barak Obama, who seemed to come at issues from a fresh angle, and whose speech had some actual content.  

Finally, Al Gore appeared to give his speech and received an enthusiastic welcome.  His appearance gave the crowd a much-needed opportunity to express some of its feelings about the 2000 election, according to Jeff Greenfield of ABC news, one of the more insightful commentators on network TV.  The speech itself was rather bland, I thought.  I was told later that it had originally been more forceful, but the Kerry campaign suggested toning it down.
All speeches were vetted through the Kerry campaign.  (Only two people departed from their prepared and approved remarks—Al Sharpton and Cong. Charles Rangel of New York.)  The reason the campaign wanted to clear speeches is because they wanted to avoid being too directly critical of the other party.  Some speeches at previous conventions of both parties have been so critical of their opponents that “swing voters” are turned off.  (Think Pat Buchanan fulminating about “culture wars” in 1992.)  The people in the hall, of either party, like this “red meat,” but it doesn’t play well on television.  This convention successfully avoided that, most people felt, while still getting its point across.

I didn’t hear Cong. Rangel’s speech, but I did hear Al Sharpton’s.  I don’t even like the guy, but I thought his speech was exceptional.  As I was standing and cheering, which I did  3-4 times during his speech, I thought to myself:  “I can’t believe I’m cheering for an Al Sharpton speech.”  His riff on Ray Charles’ “America the Beautiful” was exceptional (though he may not have known that Ray Charles was a Republican).  He spoke of how Ray obviously never saw the “alabaster cities” or “purple mountain majesties” or the “fruited plain.”  Nevertheless, he believed in the vision.

This was a case where Sharpton’s experience as a preacher clearly showed.  The speech wasn’t that heavy on content—in places it didn’t even make sense—but his delivery had a touch of the “old time religion” in it.  (I felt sorry for Sen. Bob Graham who had to speak after Sharpton.  Graham actually said some important things regarding terrorism, but his delivery style is so bland, especially compared to Sharpton, that I don’t think anyone was really listening.)
The next big speech on the first night was by President Carter.  The video that preceded his speech had a segment in which Bill Clinton said of the Carters:  “They have done more good for more people than any other people on earth.”  President Carter was warmly received and gave a fine speech, rather more sharp and direct than I might have expected from this mild-mannered Southern Baptist.  Carter has never been a particularly good orator, but something about him carries moral authority.  People respect him, and listen to what he has to say.
While I was at the convention, feeling rather important and proud of myself, it turns out that Julee actually met the Carters.  They were at our hotel and had either stayed there or were visiting the Georgia delegation.  As they left, they stopped in the bar where Julee and our friends, Eddie and Jimmy, were.  Julee got to meet Pres. Carter and had a nice chat with Rosalyn.  Andre and Chris Heinz also stopped by and invited her to a party, and then along came two Congressmen and the Mayor of Atlanta, who sat on the barstool next to her for half an hour and the two of them talked about shopping.

As I said earlier, it reminded me of President and Mrs. Kennedy’s trip to France in 1962.  Jackie took the city by storm, to the point that President Kennedy began his speech at the state dinner by identifying himself as “the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris.”  That was how I felt.
I had to eat dinner, such as it was, at the Fleet Center.  (Bottle of water and a big bag of peanuts:  $7.00.)  Julee stayed at the hotel and had 30-some oysters on the half shell, and topped it off which a dozen shrimp, each at 25 cents a pop.  By and large, you don’t have to spend much money on food because there is a lot of it around, for free.  Chris Gates, our state party chair, told me, “If you spend much money on food or drink, you didn’t do it right.”  
I have met the Carters myself on two different occasions, as it happens, once while he was president, and once in Plains, Georgia.  Carter leads the Adult Sunday School lesson at Maranatha Baptist Church in Plains when he’s in town, which is about two-thirds of the time.  I happened to be in Americus, the headquarters of Habitat for Humanity, which is only about ten miles from Plains.  I was there for the weekend, and about the only thing to do in Americus or Plains on a Sunday—or any other day too, for that matter—is go to church.  
Carter gave his lesson that day on Exodus 3, the story of Moses and the burning bush.  He had written notes and several stories, and had obviously prepared for the lesson.  I remember thinking:  Here’s a man who could spend his time in a lot of different ways, and this is what he chooses to do.  (He is beloved in Habitat for Humanity, and also by me.)  The Carters don’t do autographs for some reason, but they are happy to have their picture taken with people.  You have to go to church first, however, because they only do pictures after church.

Sen. Hillary Clinton spoke that first night also.  She was not on the original slate of speakers, which raised the ire of the New York delegation, and so, eventually, she was slotted to introduce her husband.  Some of you may find this interesting:  Sen. Clinton has been something of a hawk on Iraq, a position which is probably at odds with about half the delegates here.  Nevertheless, the impulse toward unity is so strong at this convention that differences on the war were pretty much overlooked.

President Clinton’s speech was the highlight of this particular evening.  Clinton remains very popular in the Democratic Party—his welcome was tumultuous—and he is an excellent communicator.  There are many reasons for this.  One of them is sheer practice.  He’s done this enough so that he knows when not to step on his own lines, for example.  Another is that he presents issues in a fresh, yet down-to-earth way, accentuates the positive, and punctuates his speech with the deft use of humor and the telling anecdote.  He’s not a great orator, but he does give great speeches.  Best line:  “Strength and wisdom are not opposing values.”
I don’t remember who came to breakfast on Tuesday morning.  In addition to those mentioned above, all the following showed up at one time or another:  Sen. Tom Daschle, former Denver Mayor Wellington Webb (now DNC vice-president), Cong. Dennis Kucinich, one of the guys who served with John Kerry in Vietnam, John Kerry’s sister, Sen. Max Cleland, DNC Chair Terry McAuliffe, Gov. Bill Richardson, and Donna Brazile (manager of Al Gore’s campaign).  (I might have missed a couple.)  Congresspersons Mark Udall and Diana Degette were members of the delegation, as was former Senator Gary Hart and, of course, Mayor Hickenlooper. 
The Tuesday breakfast was at the original Cheers bar, which is actually in a small hotel near Boston Commons.  Sen. Leahy of Vermont was also having a campaign gathering at the same hotel.  Both our meetings got out at about the same time.  One guy came out of the Leahy meeting, and I thought, “He looks like Robin Williams.  Wait.  No, it’s not Robin Williams.  It’s Bono of U2.”  I got a few pics of Bono, which I’ve since emailed to Erika so she can claim credit.
Our delegation took one of those touristy trolleys to the Cheers bar.  The trolley stopped at several historic sights along the way.  One was a small cemetery right downtown where someone who came over on the Mayflower is buried.  We went by Boston Commons, the grave of Samuel Adams, Beacon Hill, Old North Church, and several other historic sites.
Lunch that day was at a fine Italian restaurant across the street from the hotel.  It was unremarkable except for the fact that Eddie and Jimmy said they’d been there the night before at a party for Cong. Richard Gephardt.  Julee had met these two guys, Eddie and Jimmy, while I was at the convention the previous day, and they soon became fast friends of both of us.  They had been involved in Boston politics for many years and told story after entertaining story.  They stopped by later on Tuesday to see if we wanted to go to a party being hosted by Sen. Joe Biden, but we weren’t at the hotel then and missed them.  (Do these guys know everybody?)

Conventions these days, for both parties, are basically TV shows and are well-scripted.  All delegates are democratically-chosen well before the convention begins and are locked in to their candidates.  While it makes the conventions less interesting in some ways, it is also a much better way to do it than the old “smoke-filled rooms” where the big shots made the decisions.

An acquaintance of mine at the DNC told me that this was the first time ever that the number of media credentials exceeded the number of delegate credentials.  It is truly a media event.  The delegates and guests are basically props for the show.  The networks only covered one hour per night, which meant that the schedule was very carefully built around getting the most influential and popular speakers into prime-time—Clinton on Monday, Obama on Tuesday, John Edwards on Wednesday, and John Kerry on Thursday.  (Other networks, such as CNN, carried more significant portions.  If you were really a junkie, or a masochist, you could catch everything on C-SPAN.)
Ever since 1960, Tuesday night has been “Kennedy night” at Democratic conventions.  That was less true this year than in previous ones, though Sen. Kennedy did give a speech at the convention that evening.  The Kennedys were a significant presence, however, all week long.  For one thing, this is Boston, their home base, and Sen. Kennedy had put considerable effort in bringing the convention here to begin with.  
A greenway named in honor of Rose Kennedy was dedicated the day before the convention began.  Many Kennedy family members were present for that and stayed for the convention.  Robert Kennedy Jr. gave a speech at the convention on the environment.  The Kennedy Library had a special exhibit.  

Sen. Kennedy’s speech at the convention was not his best effort.  Two days later, we watched him give a speech on health care at Faneuil Hall that was much better.  His convention speech seemed like standard boilerplate to me, but his speech on health care was a real rouser.  (Unlike Clinton or Carter, Kennedy is a true orator of the old school.)  

The other major speech on Tuesday night was that of Senate candidate, Barak Obama, from Illinois.  Several people said “a star is born” after his speech.  He got off an interesting, and much-repeated phrase:  “the audacity of hope.”  Best segment:  "The pundits like to slice and dice our country into red states and blue states: red states for Republicans, blue States for Democrats. But I've got news for them, too. We worship an awesome God in the blue states, and we don't like federal agents poking around our libraries in the red states."
Ron Reagan Jr. also spoke on Tuesday night, during prime time.  This was quite a coup for the convention, as you might expect, and he was well-received.  His speech was on stem-cell research, which the Reagan family favors, and the current administration opposes.  (Most people on the political inside know that the Reagans and the Bushes have never gotten along.)  Democrats are hoping that stem-cell research might be an issue that will cut in their favor in the fall.
The military had a strong presence at this convention.  Gen. Wesley Clark gave a fine speech on Wednesday—“That flag is our flag”—as did former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Gen. Shalikashvili, triple-amputee Max Cleland, as well as some other brass.  Veterans for Kerry is an active auxiliary group associated with the campaign and had high visibility.  Several people who served with John Kerry in Vietnam were present.  When Kerry arrived in Boston, he came from the airport to the city by way of a sea vessel, and in the company of Vietnam vets.  (Great visual for TV, which, of course, is why it was done.)
All this was in keeping with a major theme of the convention, which was national security.  Generally speaking, convention speeches tended to highlight national security issues more than economic ones, which is a bit of a shift for a Democratic convention.  Clearly, the intention was to present John Kerry as someone who could be Commander-in-Chief.
Wednesday was John Edwards’s night.  Edwards was a popular choice for vice presidential nominee.  He helps to put a couple of southern states in play—Arkansas, Louisiana, perhaps North Carolina.  The main reason he was chosen, however, is because the Kerry campaign believes he can help in the industrial Midwest.  The election will be won or lost in the states along a line from Missouri to Pennsylvania.  (In fact, it may be as simple as this:  Whoever wins two out of three between Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Florida will win the election.)

The stakes were high since Edwards is not well-known around the country and he would be making a first impression with millions of people.  As they say, “You only get one opportunity to make a first impression.”  Edwards gave an excellent speech, most people thought.  It was adapted from his campaign stump speech—the “two Americas” speech, it was called, which many commentators considered the best basic speech of the nominating campaign. 
I thought Edward’s convention speech was excellent—almost too excellent.  It would have been better if he’d stumbled over a word, or maybe got tongue-tied for a second or two.  This little observation brought me up short:  For the first time in my life, a candidate on a national ticket is younger than I am, and looks a lot younger.

Julee’s hip was bothering her on Wednesday.  This is one of the after effects of radiation, and is aggravated by humidity.  (It began bothering her almost as soon as we hit Missouri for the reunion.)  She stayed at the hotel while I went to a party after the convention.  It was in honor of native Americans, and was hosted by Gov. Napolitano of Arizona (mom’s governor), Sen. Tim Johnson of South Dakota (a Lutheran), Gov. Bill Richardson of New Mexico (good guy), and Cong. Patrick Kennedy of Rhode Island (Ted’s son).  (True, there are not a lot of native Americans in Rhode Island.  Unbeknownst to a lot of people, however, the Kennedys have been involved with native American issues ever since Robert Kennedy.)  I had a brief chat with Cong. Kennedy, whom I had previously met when he was twelve years old.
Thursday was the big day.  Everything in the convention led up to Sen. Kerry’s speech that evening.  “The table was set,” as one of the commentators on MSNBC had said.  (Their booth was set up just a few yards from Faneuil Hall.)  I actually left the Fleet Center at about 9:00, well before Kerry’s speech at 10, because it was hot and stuffy.  (The floor itself wasn’t bad, but I’d been wandering the halls quite a bit and they were stifling.)  Plus, the Fleet Center was jammed with people, so much so that the Boston Fire Marshall forbade entrance to anyone after 8:00.  
That day was the only really warm day while we were there.  I was wearing a jacket, mainly because I needed the pockets—with camera, billfold, cellphone, and about seven dollars worth of pocket change, I felt like a soldier packing grenades—which made the sultry heat worse, so I went back to the hotel and watched Kerry’s speech in the hotel bar with Eddie and Jimmy and a whole slew of other folks.  
I thought the speech was well-written—trees as “cathedrals of nature,” for example—and well-delivered.  He wanted to get all the speech within the prime-time hour and so rushed it at points.  This also, however, gave the speech good energy, and a forward thrust.  

I especially appreciated his comments on faith.  He recalled Ron Reagan talking about his father who did not “wear his religion on his sleeve,” and then talked about his own faith, “from Sunday to Sunday,” a deft way of saying that he actually goes to church.  The bar crowd, led by Rocco, the bartender, all applauded at its close, sharing in the sentiment expressed at the Fleet Center, and also by most commentators.
With all the attention on Kerry’s speech, most commentators overlooked Sen. Joe Biden’s speech, which was too bad, because he had interesting things to say about the so-called “war on terror.”  He said that it is really not a war on terror because terror is a tactic, not an identifiable enemy.  More properly, we are in a conflict with radical Islamic fundamentalism.  (Biden’s views are important, partly because he is an influential member of the Senate, and partly because he is a possible Secretary of State in a Kerry administration.)

Earlier in the day, we had gone to the JFK Library, which was about a $15 cab ride away.  It sits on a point of land jutting into the ocean, and is a very dramatic structure.  The architect was I.M. Pei.  It is a small library, compared to others, but it has excellent exhibits and uses space well.  This turned out to be a rather more emotional visit for me than I might have expected.


We came with good energy and high spirits, and left exhausted and in high spirits.
I picked up a copy of Garrison Keillor’s Homegrown Democrat at the airport bookstore.  It seemed an appropriate thing to read on the flight home.  When I got home and unpacked my bag, I came across a convention poster that I had asked Mayor Hickenlooper to autograph.  I didn’t notice this at the time, but, in addition to his signature, he had written:  “The time of our lives!”
Red, white, blue, and Democrat,

John Petty 


