Elephants on Parade: 
The Republicans Come to New York  
Around 6:30 Sunday morning, August 29, 2004.
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It’s way too early to think about politics, or anything else for that matter, but 20 people are already waiting on the steps of the Arlington, MA, town hall.  At 7:00, a bus pulls up to take more than 50 of us to New York City for the big anti-Bush protest at noon today. Most will be coming back on the bus tonight. I’m going to stay in the city for the Republican National Convention (RNC).

I doze for the first part of the trip. After we make a fast food and bathroom stop, I wake up enough to talk with the nice man sitting next to me. Mark has a doctorate from Harvard in American Civilization.  He has been protesting the state of that civilization on and off since the early 70’s.
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I ask Mark what upsets him most these days.  He says, “It’s a toss-up: pre-emptive war or incipient fascism.” 


Our conversation is interrupted by a balding, bearded young man whose boyfriend is traveling with him, wearing a skirt. I don’t care one way or the other about their sexuality but their communication style is awfully annoying. The young man shoves a song sheet at Mark as a pointed hint that we should be singing along with the folksinger and his little banjo in the aisle nearby, not talking.


I resent being strong-armed into a hootenanny. 
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Rumors fly up and down the aisle. People say no buses will be allowed into the city, and we’ll have to be dropped off at Shea Stadium in Queens and take the subway from there. Our bus driver, however, drives us all the way in.

It’s a hot, humid, sunny day.  The march is dense and stretches for many long city blocks. It’s impossible to see past the protesters immediately around you. Most people have homemade signs. The signs give a thousand reasons why people want Bush out.


It feels like a big parade. The marchers are cheerful and excited.  All generations are represented, but most of the crowd is young. The cops are out in their thousands.  They seem to be relaxed, not hostile.  People on the sidewalks wave the peace sign and shout their support.


A random sampling of signs:

Send the Chicken-Hawks to Iraq (with a photo of Bush and Cheney). 
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George Bush, the Hague Awaits You! 

Who Would Jesus Bomb? 

Sick seniors, Sick children, Sick of Bush 

Bush Lied, Thousands Died 

The First Amendment is Not a Privilege 

-- It’s a Right.

Cure AIDS -- Don’t Censor Science
Keep America Safe -- Use Duct Tape
W-- Darn Good Liar
November 3 -- Because Dumping Bush is

 Just the Beginning
Keep Abortion Legal
Halliburton Thanks the GOP
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I Support Our Troops and That’s Why I’m Here
Oppression Abroad, Oppression at Home --

Stop the Bush War Machine
End the War on Workers
(A man with a baby, its photo on his sign): 

Save My Tush, Get Rid of Bush
Our Kids Shouldn’t Pay W’s Debt 

(Person in a Bush mask): 4 More Wars! 

We Support Police, Fire and Teachers

That last slogan points up one contrast with the anti-Vietnam War demonstrations of the 60’s and 70’s, when protesters tended to consider the police to be part of the “establishment” that created the war, and thus the enemy.  So many protesters called the police “pigs” that they might have helped turn that perception into fact.
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Today, protesters and police are not necessarily antagonists.  The protesters see police as working people, with the same issues as the rest of us – health care, the looming deficit, education, the environment, the messes we’ve made in Afghanistan and Iraq.  The police are on the job and can’t express their political opinions.  There’s a lot of fellow feeling with the protesters though.  Police might have to protect the Republicans this week, but they don’t have to agree with them.


I use my cell phone and run along the sidewalks to meet up with the Military Families Speak Out group, right in front of the march with the veterans of this and other wars.  The first member I speak with is Lorraine, whose brother is a Marine.  Their father died recently.  “What upset me was that they almost didn’t let him back for Dad’s funeral because things were getting too hectic in Iraq,” she says. “I guess getting rid of Saddam [image: image7.jpg]


was a good thing, but I never supported this war.  Just the troops.”


Sergeant Sherwood Baker was killed in Iraq this April.  His mother, father, and stepmother are all here at the march, carrying his likeness on posters with the date of his death.  They believe the war was unnecessary and no more of our troops should die for it.


Larry is the father of two soldiers, Bryce and Branden, handsome young men whose photos are stapled to his sign.  He’s from Virginia and this is the first time he’s been to New York City. Larry’s enjoying protesting and sightseeing at the same time.
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“I called my wife and said I was marching down Broadway and I hadn’t been arrested yet,” Larry says.
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Around one-thirty, the front of the march reaches Union Square.  Some people head for the subway and go home, but others settle down in the shade of the park trees. 

 A few native New Yorkers are sunbathing in the open spots, oblivious to the gathering masses of protesters.


Mildred’s son has been in Iraq for six months. He’s an Army scout.  His unit has lost their lieutenant and one of her son’s good friends.  Two dead, and two seriously wounded, out of the 27 or 28 people in the platoon. 
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Her son’s unit was terribly saddened by the deaths and injuries, Mildred says.  They had been told they’d be home by the end of the year. Now they’re being told by the end of February. “It doesn’t feel like much of a mission to him,” she says. But “he does what they’re ordered to do.”


Mildred “thought the war was wrong from the beginning,” she says, but she’s only been protesting for the past six months or so. She told her son that joining the military was “something he should think about,” but felt it was his choice to make. 

Mildred sends him macaroons.  She and Nancy, another military mom, trade tips on which cookies best survive the three-week trip to Iraq.  Nancy sends chocolate chip and homemade brownies, wrapped individually in plastic and then put in a tin so they don’t crumble.


“Every aspect of this war has been mismanaged,” says Nancy.


Some group, I think Bread Not Bombs, is handing out paper containers full of pasta salad, and free drinks.  I get plastic forks from a nearby deli.  People keep pouring into the square as the march winds down.
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The military families and veterans against the war are supposed to meet in Central Park around 4:00. Gilda, another military mom, and I get a ride there with Victor, a Vietnam vet.  He writes military histories.  He says he didn’t understand the Vietnam War until he got home and started reading Noam Chomsky and Howard Zinn. “They opened my eyes,” he says.


Gilda has had a tough day. She came in from Washington DC.  She was setting her dog’s dishes inside and left her purse near them when her cab came.  She ran out with the rest of her stuff and didn’t miss the purse until they got to the bus and she couldn’t pay the cabdriver. The cab took her back home, and then to the train station since she thought the bus would be gone by then.


There were three buses going to the demo at the station, however.  She doesn’t know who chartered them.  One of them got her here.  But they were late, and she started at the end of the march and had to run through the crowds to march at the head with the military families and vets.
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Gilda’s son Alex is leaving for Iraq on September 9.  He’s been trained in surveillance.  She hopes they spent so much on his training “that they won’t just throw him away”.  
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Victor, Gilda and I wander around the Great Lawn area of Central Park looking for the veterans’ group.  The Lawn is surrounded by hundreds of police, though the line of cops keeps to the shady spots.  The protest could only get a permit for the march.  The city decided not to allow a rally in the park, saying it would be too hard on the grass.  As a result, there is no legal place for speakers or music, and the thousands who came to the park anyway are just milling around.  

Word was spread through the protest web sites that since there was no permit to gather at the Park, people should say they’re going there for a picnic.  The picnic is short on food baskets and long on banners and posters.  I hear the Billionaires for Bush are going to play some croquet on the Great Lawn, but we don’t see any sign of their thrift-store tuxes and ratty ball gowns. 


Finally our cell phones bring us directions to the vets’ gathering place, a shady, stony little hill called Summit Rock.  One Vietnam vet is telling another about the Desert Storm troops: “They saw some bad stuff on the Highway of Death.”  He advises the other vet to brush up on his history if he wants to protest effectively.


An Iraq War veteran speaks of the mental trauma troops suffer from the casualties they inflict as well as the ones they sustain.  “When we left Iraq last year,” he says, “they brought in a couple of psychologists, and got all the Marines not on duty, around 50 of us, [image: image14.jpg]


in a room.  They gave us kind of a debrief.  You’re not gonna get a bunch of Marines in front of their buddies to say, Yeah, I’m upset.  They’re just doing it to say they did it [post-trauma counseling].  It was so stupid.  I just put my  head down. It’s just a formality.”


Joe is a Vietnam vet from Philadelphia. He says “I’m filled with happiness and hope” at the recent founding of Iraq Veterans Against the War (IVAW).  “Never again shall one generation of soldiers abandon another,” he vows.


A big guy in green camo says “I served with Kerry.  Back him up! You’re doing the right thing!” A Marine in the small audience yells “Booyah!”


Mike is one of the people who founded IVAW in Boston, just a month ago.  He says “Today I had five guys walk up out of the blue and say they want to be part of this.” He tells the crowd, “It’s most important to let people know that people who shed their blood and tears are saying, Bring them home now! No more VA closures, no more cutting veterans’ benefits! Never again!”
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Rob, another member of IVAW, says “During the war, my mom was with Military Families Speak Out.  I’m fighting, my mom’s over there protesting.  We agreed to disagree about some things. Then I came home, and said I wished I could meet some other guys to talk to.  I saw Mike on the MFSO website. Then Mike calls me, says we’re going national.  We got to get our buddies home.”


Tim’s from California. “Almost weekly, we’re seeing headlines: Marines dying.  We went live on MSNBC today.  Our ranks are growing tremendously. We’re gonna take this to the administration.”


Bryan’s a Marine from New Palz, New York. “This war is wrong. We were all lied to. We need to defeat George Bush and kick him out of the White House.”


David served in Iraq as part of the New York National Guard.  He came home to VA cuts. “Guys can’t support their families,” he says. “This war is perpetuating poverty.”


Chris is a first lieutenant with the Army Reserve. “I knew this war was going to be unjust.  When you’ve outlived your usefulness, they’ll drop you like a hot potato…Thank you all for trying to set things right, so we can have the America we want it to be rather than a place just for the rich.”


The mother of a soldier now in jail for desertion speaks, in Spanish, and her sister translates. “He isn’t being punished because he deserted, but because he denounced the war….It’s important to know there’s a network.”


Steve has been active in organizing that network on line. “Frankly I liked the 1971 version of John Kerry much better than in 2004.  But I’m working for him anyway.” He’s wearing a green beret, sunglasses, and an anti-Bush t-shirt. “Let’s hope we emerge and sink the Swift Boat Vets.”
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I don’t get the name of the man who tells us, “Job One: Get Kerry elected.  Job Two: If  he is, get our boots up his ass to stop the war.” He gestures with his hands out. “Who better than those who fought a war to tell people to stop it?”


The vets and military families pose for a group photograph, the Vietnam vets in front, the Iraq vets in back.  They break into song: “When you’re a vet, you’re a vet all the way, from your first cigarette to your last dying day” – to the West Side Story tune; then a chant: “Hey, hey, Uncle Sam, We remember Vietnam. We don’t want your Iraq War. Bring our troops back to our shore!”


Victor looks in vain for his Screaming Eagles platoon banner, which he lent to some vets for the march earlier today.  Now it’s somebody else’s souvenir.
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Sunday night.  I watch Fox news this evening.  They say the marchers went by “in the tens of thousands” although hundreds of thousands would have been more accurate.  The photos don’t give a sense of the crowd’s size either. Surely some of the helicopters overhead all day took pictures that would show all the packed streets of the parade route, but there are no such views on Fox.  
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Fox also keeps showing footage of the little paper mache dragon float some anarchists set afire.  That wasn’t cool but it also wasn’t typical.  Fox says “This was only one of many scenes in the march,” implying that there were many more instances of uncivil behavior.  Anybody who actually saw that march had to marvel at how peaceful and well-behaved people were, but you wouldn’t know it from Fox news. 

I take the ferry from Manhattan to Staten Island tonight, to stay with a friend. A huge yellow full moon is rising over the city as we pass the Statue of Liberty.  It’s been a good day for democracy, I think.

Monday.  At the Republican National Convention, as at the Democratic convention a month ago, security guards look through everyone’s bags before they can enter.  Next to the box of confiscated umbrellas, I notice a box of foodstuffs forbidden entry, including many big beautiful apples.  Security won’t let me take a picture of it.
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 I sit in the nosebleed seats of Madison Square Garden to watch the early, non-prime-time speakers on this first day of the convention.  One speaker gets a big hand for saying “America is stronger when we support traditional moral values.”  I suspect they’re thinking about gay marriage more than, say, honesty or kindness.


A black speaker who’s running for Congress says “The foundation of our nation is Christianity and a firm belief in Jesus Christ.”  Wild applause.  I check the printed text of his speech that was given out to press at the media information center.  Those words do not appear in it.


All the speakers refer to the estate tax as “the death tax”.  Nobody mentions that this tax is levied on less than 2% of estates, affecting only the very richest families, and that there are exemptions for family farms.
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Behind the speaker podium is a huge screen that often shows stars on a blue background.  The stars keep shifting as though they’re afloat.  It makes me a bit queasy to watch them too long.


In the signage under the major media boxes, Al Jazeera appears along with ABC and CNN.  I give the Republicans points for this.  The Dems didn’t allow the Arab news organization to display its name.


Lower taxes is a big theme here.  Speakers blame lawsuits for driving up the cost of health care. People keep talking about “ownership” but nobody acknowledges that the American people own our government.  No speaker here will admit that taxes pay for any services the American people might need.[image: image22.jpg]






I talk with Shirley, a delegate from Kentucky, and her husband Larry.  “We’re most interested in the security of our country,” Shirley tells me when I ask her which issues she cares about.  In the next breath, though, she says that she and Larry own and operate several skilled nursing facilities, “and with all the cuts, they’re closing everywhere.  We read in the press that nursing homes are getting rich, but that’s not true.  We’re barely breaking even.  I’m not a great proponent of government intervening, but in the case of the elderly, we can’t abandon our older individuals.  Wives and husbands work.  What will happen to their parents?”


So even though I assume they share their party’s desire for lower taxes, Shirley and Larry want more government spending.  I ask Shirley what she thinks about the protests. She says she pays them no attention.

[image: image23.jpg]



When I meet Marva, an alternate delegate from Ohio, she is sitting in her wheelchair outside the Garden, waiting for her hotel bus.  She says “the morality of America” is her big issue.  “One nation under God, not one nation under Gay – that’s what we’ll be if Bush loses.”  


Marva has written a book titled “It Takes a Church to Raise a Village”.  In it she argues that government can’t solve social problems.  She supports Bush’s “faith-based initiatives” to encourage religious organizations to deliver services rather than secular non-profits or government agencies.


I ask Marva if she thinks the war in Iraq was justified.  “There are always mistakes in war,” she says, but adds dismissively, “I’m not an expert on war.”

While the convention takes a break before the evening session, I go looking for some of the protests scheduled for this afternoon.  The Hip Hop rally was supposed to start at Union Square and then [image: image24.jpg]


join a poor people’s march to the convention, or as close as the police will let them come.


The only representatives I see of hip hop culture are two young men named KC and Shaun at the front of the march.  Evidently that rally didn’t continue onto the street.  “We’re the last of the black people,” jokes KC.  I ask what issues move them. “I’m angry about George Bush trying to be a dictator,” KC says.  “The Patriot Act is an infringement on our civil liberties.”


Shaun says, “I’m mad that we went to war for no apparent reason. I have friends that went over and got killed in Iraq.”


They warm to the subject. “Our president has no humanity or humility,” says KC. “It’s his way or the highway.  You can’t have a president like that!  And I’m mad the cops are out here acting like we’re the enemy.  There’s more cops in NYC today than I’ve ever seen.”


Shaun adds, “Five million a day extra for cops – out of our tax dollars!”


As we’re talking, we wander away from the poor people’s march, which meanwhile the police have stopped behind us.  We turn around and look, and there’s the protest back half a block.  When they catch up to us, Shaun and KC melt into the crowd, hoping to meet some girls.
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The poor people’s march has fallen in behind a banner reading “Still We Rise”.  Some signs from this protest: Homeless are Casualties of War. Cure AIDS -- Vote! A Better World is Possible. War -- What is it Good For? Vote Bush for the Destruction of Humanity. Expose the 9-11 Coverup. W-- Worst President Ever!  Schools Not Jails. Stop the War on the Poor. Free Palestine. Who Profits – Who Dies?


And my favorite: 1 Stealth Bomber = 58,000 teachers’ salaries.
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It’s a much smaller crowd than yesterday, but there are several thousand people here, maybe tens of thousands.  I eat a late lunch in a Cuban-Chinese restaurant, because it’s New York, and I can.  Ten policemen sit at one table and two policewomen sit at another.  The sound system is playing John Lennon’s “Imagine”.

When I go back to the Garden for the evening’s festivities, I find a few protesters sitting across the street, with their backs against the wall of a convenience store.  Juan and Andrew wear Chicken Hawk t-shirts and bandanas, as does another friend who ignores me. They have no street addresses and no computers, they say.  I ask them what I ask everybody: What gets you steamed?
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Andrew says the war.  “That’s a pretty big one.  Hearing vets say they’re being misled.  Now they’re using Ground Zero as a backdrop for the campaign.  It’s all exploitation.  People don’t understand, lives are being destroyed.”


Juan says, “With the minimum wage, you can’t afford to live.”  Andrew adds, “Health care.”  He paid $6500 of his own money when he had a kidney stone because he couldn’t afford insurance.  He knows people who work in halfway houses and nursing homes who are struggling to get by: “People who care for people…you can’t pay the rent.”


Christine, a suburban-looking woman from Long Island, is standing on the sidewalk handing out copies of an anti-war poem written by her 14-year-old son.  “He’s an A-plus, not just an A student,” she tells me proudly.  “We went to the Million Mom March together on Mother’s Day.” Christine says “a lot of New Yorkers feel the Republicans only came to promote themselves through 9-11.  I don’t think Bush did a lot to prevent 9-11 so I don’t appreciate him promoting himself with it.” 


A young man named Chris is wearing a homemade t-shirt with a picture of Jesus on the front under the word “Liberal”.  Chris is “pretty much a lifelong leftie, across the board”.  He teaches in the Bronx, where, according to Chris, “there are no resources”.  He spent the summer listening to right-wing radio, noticing how often they boasted about their [image: image28.jpg]
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Christianity.  “I got to thinking, wasn’t Jesus a liberal?”


The back of Chris’s shirt ticks off his reasons for this conclusion: “1) Fed the poor. 2) Healed the sick. 3) Turned the cheeck [sic]. 4) GOT CRUCIFIED!”  I ask him what kind of responses he gets to the  t-shirt. “Most people I go up to just drop their eyes.”


Chris thinks “some of 
the 60’s energy is back again.  I even heard some cops saying, kinda fondly, Wow, it’s just like the 60’s.” He’s especially glad to see so many young people in the streets.
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A woman named Monika holds a sign reading “G.O.P. We are forever in your debt. Thanks Trillions!” An older woman stands nearby.  “This country is becoming like a police state,” says Esperanza, who lived in Spain under Franco and knows something about police states. “Everybody has to get searched. Everybody wearing ID’s. So much police. It’s not like a democracy anymore.”


A policeman tells Monika to move along: “This is a frozen zone. No protest.” She argues but eventually moves on.  


Mimi, merry and dark-haired, and grey-bearded Arnie are handing out flyers that say “RNC Alert #3.” It makes several pointed statements in a true/false format, though both answer columns read “true”.  One statement reads, in part: “Every Republican you see in this city believes in and represents this repressive and illegal regime.” The note at the bottom says “Any Republican actually from New York City should be escorted to a mental hospital immediately.”
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Mimi and Arnie are both social workers.  Arnie is the radical.  Mimi is tagging along, highly amused at Arnie’s antics.  Arnie is frustrated with people who still believe what the Bush administration tells them.  “The same person who finally realized you were right about [there being no] WMD’s, they hear the next lie and forget the last.”


Arnie doesn’t understand why any social worker wouldn’t blame Bush for “funding cutbacks to programs. They don’t connect anything with politics.”


He gets in the face of the group of police right in front of the Garden’s main entrance, demanding to know why they’re stopping people from exercising their freedom of speech.  Most of the police in that knot fade back, letting a pretty black woman and a white man with a mustache and a friendly look respond to Arnie’s provocations.
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Thus begins a twenty minute conversation punctuated by hand-waving and laughter on all sides.  When Arnie tells the woman, “I know what you’re doing,” she responds, “You can’t figure ME out.” She tells him, “I had a flag on my car and somebody says, you’re a black woman and you have a flag on your car? First of all, f--- you.  That’s MY car.  Then, I believe in free speech.”


The cop with the mustache tells Arnie he’s lucky he hasn’t been arrested, because he “violated our first rule”.  What’s that, Arnie asks.  The cop deadpans, “You’re wearing orange socks.” 


At one point both cops and Arnie pause to hassle a young passerby about quitting smoking.  The policewoman says she just quit herself.  Arnie says he quit when he was eleven.  The policewoman learns that he and Mimi are social workers, and launches into a fervant appreciation of the work they do.


Arnie, Mimi and the policewoman trade stories for a while of awful apartments they’ve been in.


I take a photo of this odd little party.  But when I ask the policewoman her name, she rolls her eyes and says something about risking her career, so I don’t press the matter.  But if the NYPD knows what it’s doing, she’ll be handling protests from now on.

Arnie, Mimi and I have dinner together at a place a dozen blocks down 8th Avenue.  While we’re eating, Mimi spots a protest march coming up the street outside, and Arnie and I run out to watch. It looks like several thousand people.  I check my protest schedule: this must be the one that started at the U.N. late this afternoon.
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After dinner I walk back toward the Garden, and find that police have barricaded some of the protesters in between 29th and 30th Streets on 8th Avenue, about two blocks away from the Garden.  It looks like they’ve been here a while already.  Many marchers are now lying down on the street, resting on their backpacks or somebody else’s tummy.  Others sit in circles, talking or playing music.


There are swarms of press people here, lighting the darkness with flash bulbs.  The police seem uneasy, the first time I’ve seen them tighten up.  

There are two sides to the story of why the marchers have been blocked.  The police say that protesters kicked a cop off his scooter, and when other cops came to help him the marchers threw a barricade at them.  The protesters say it was nothing like that.  They claim the cops were picking people off one by one all along the march route, then started moving the barricades.


Olin, a protester who was trained to be a medic for this event, is angry with the  police.  “I think it’s intimidation tactics.  Showing people they’re in charge with an overwhelming show of force.  Why let three-quarters of the group go through, then cut off the last fourth?”
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Some people are still holding up their signs.  One huge banner displays the entire Bill of Rights, written in white on a black background.  People have this one right up front near the thickest line of police, and a few people are haranguing the cops about their First Amendment right to freedom of speech.  With most protesters being so carefully kept out of sight of the Republicans, this seems a relevant discussion to have. 
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I join a small circle listening to Pete, from Salt Lake City, Utah, as he plays his guitar and sings. I catch a few lines: “Plastic people with stucco faces/ We’re killing people in far-off places/ Wiping out those wicked races…Killing, blindly filling shopping malls/ We should have taken the time to figure out all the messes that we made…”


It seems like something more will happen here eventually, but my feet hurt so much from walking for two days straight that I blow the protesters a kiss and head back to the convention, floating through all barriers with my magic press pass.

A man in back of me in the nosebleed seats is on his cellphone.  “Having a wonderful time.  Met a wonderful guy.  He’s full of money.  We’re gonna go out and spend some of it.”
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Below us, the Texas delegates look like a marching band in matching blue shirts and white cowboy hats. They have choreographed moves, too, waving their arms in unison, bouncing and swaying together.


After the “W” video where Bush talks about his “vision”, I swear the band plays the opening bars of “Another One Bites the Dust”.  But then the tune mutates to “We Are Family”, with the words now “We are for George Bush”.  The Texans do their moves.


Senator Graham’s speech drones by me until I hear the phrase “There will be no class warfare in this hall tonight.” This idea bears no relation to anything before or after it. Did the Senator spot a poor person in the arena?  I don’t think I’ve seen any.  The Republicans are all dressed extremely well – though of course conservatively. 


The man on the cellphone in back of me yells “Yeah!” during the speeches so loudly and so often that people turn around to look at him.  He’s a lean, white-haired man with one of the sourest faces I’ve ever seen.
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McCain’s speech reminds me that it is possible to be a reasonable person and still belong to the Republican party.  He urges people to acknowledge the patriotism of the opposing party and to welcome dissent as a healthy part of democracy.  Applause for these ideas is lukewarm at best.  


As the prime-time speeches wind down, I leave the Garden and walk back to the block where the protesters were a couple hours ago.  No one is there but a few police.  When I ask one where everybody went, she tells me, “They just kind of trickled away, one by one.”

I skip the convention and the protests entirely on Tuesday, visiting friends and relatives around town.  Tuesday, I learn afterwards, is the day when the police decide to make their quota of RNC-related arrests by sweeping more than a thousand people into detention, whether or not they have actually broken any laws.  These arrests are so indiscriminate that old ladies trying to cross the street and other random pedestrians find themselves detained in a big empty warehouse along with a few real troublemakers and a lot of people who just showed up for the protest and never bothered a soul. 
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I can’t help thinking that when Sunday’s big protest ended with only a couple of hundred arrests, somebody high up must have insisted that the huge security costs for convention week had to be justified by many more arrests.  The smaller protest events during this week, after most demonstrators have gone back to their homes and jobs, make it easy for police to surround and capture participants.  And, while they’re at it, innocent bystanders.


From the accounts I’ve heard, the police are not generally hostile or brutal in making these arrests.  They have orders, and they’re carrying those orders out. Many of the detainees are released after a few days, the charges dismissed by a judge who scolds the police for over-reacting.


I watch Arnold Schwarzenegger’s speech on my friend’s television.  For the first time, I experience the horrifying feeling that Bush is going to win this election.  Arnold’s speech is a masterpiece of “true lies”: little pieces of the truth inflated and spotlighted to cast much larger truths into the shadows.


Arnold grew up under a mild socialist regime in a prosperous, peaceful country.  Yet he manages to give the impression he escaped from Soviet tanks.  He talks about widely-shared American values, and then says if you believe in them, “You are a Republican.”


A camera scan of the crowd shows an older black woman in the upper right-hand quadrant of the screen. Everyone around her is grinning and clapping. She sits quietly with a troubled look on her face.


This is the hard sell.  This is how garbage is always sold to the American people – in this case it’s junk politics instead of junk food.  Without any real accomplishments by the Bush administration to talk about, there is no steak, but they can still sell people the sizzle.  
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Wednesday.  I hear on the news that Bush has described the invasion of Iraq as a “catastrophic success”.  For once I think he has spoken the truth.  The same could be said of his tax cuts and environmental policies.


In Union Square, the American Friends Service Committee has set up the same display of shoes, one pair for every American soldier killed in Iraq, that appeared during the Democratic National Convention in Boston’s Copley Square.  Only now there are over a thousand pairs of  shoes.
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There is also a display in memory of those American troops who have committed suicide during active duty in the Iraq War, twenty-six so far.  Two of the men were from Massachusetts: one from Deerfield, one from Belchertown. 
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On the street outside the Convention, a woman with a silver missile attached to her belt tells me, “I’m here to make sure we get four more years of George Bush and this wonderful war!”
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Tonight I was going to trade my press pass in for a temporary floor pass so I could mingle with the delegates, but security has tightened up a notch.  Now only those with delegate or guest passes are allowed on the floor of the arena.  Everybody else is supposed to be in their assigned seats.  If you wander in the halls or linger too long at the railings, security comes up, asks what you’re doing, and politely but firmly points you to the seating area noted on your tags. 


My area is below the nosebleed section, and above the good media seats with their red, white and blue bunting.  This is supposed to be a periodical press seating area, but it seems to be full of Bush partisans.  They applaud fiercely, yell and pump their fists, and raise signs praising the president.


I remember one of the security people from the Democratic National Convention in Boston last month, an angry-looking grey-haired man in a nice suit.  He’s the one who kicked a disability-rights activist and reporter out of the press area, where at the time there were plenty of available seats.  He doesn’t seem to recognize me.  I avoid meeting his eyes.

From the speeches tonight, you’d think more Americans died from terrorist attacks every year than from domestic violence, reckless driving, and smoking combined.  They present Bush as the father figure who will protect the rest of us from harm.  Seems like all we’re expected to do is keep shopping.


And the distortions about Kerry keep piling up.  In Congress, the same legislation can go through any number of changes before it finally passes or gets voted down.  Kerry voted for a package of Iraq war funding, for example, that would have made some of it a loan, repayable by the sale of Iraqi oil.  He voted against a version that paid for the whole $87 billion package with American dollars.  The Bush campaign portrays this as a “flip flop” when it’s nothing of the kind. 
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Feeling discouraged, I leave before the speeches are over.  Outside the Garden there’s a row of buses waiting to take delegates back to their hotels.  A lone protester walks up and down on the sidewalk.  Her sign reads: “Your integrity is even smaller than your heart.”


Nazgol is a pretty girl with short dark hair and big dark eyes behind black-rimmed glasses, a little slip of a thing.  A policeman tells her “Your boyfriend should be out here with you.” “He’s in jail,” replies Nazgol. “Do you want to arrest me?” Clearly the officer does not.
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A fat man in a well-cut suit standing nearby begins to laugh, loudly, while Nazgol argues with the police about her right to protest here.  I go over and ask him what he’s laughing at.  “Everybody,” he says.  I fail to see the humor in this situation.  He seems to have a permanent smirk.


Two policemen fall in beside Nazgol to make sure she keeps walking. The black cop tells her he’s just doing his job: “I’m not here to like or dislike.”  Delegates already on the buses avert their faces when she waves the sign at them.


Yesterday, Nazgol says, she had a banner that read “Pro-life? Stop the Killing in Iraq”.  A lobbyist thanked her for making that statement, saying that it made her wonder whether she was part of the problem. Nazgol also tells me that the population in mental hospitals has spiked during this convention. [image: image46.jpg]
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As delegates trickle up the street to the buses, Nazgol shouts at them: “17,000 Iraqis dead! Shame on you!”  A very tall, muscular young man says “Bitch” in a loud flat voice.  When a news photographer approaches and tries to take her picture, this man blocks the shot.  He has tags around his neck but hides them and refuses to tell me his name or official capacity. 


A policeman halts Nazgol in her progress down the sidewalk.  “How many times I see you tonight?” he asks.  She replies, smiling, “Forty or fifty.”  “Too many times,” he says. “I like you.  I like your sign.  But I’ve seen too much of you tonight.” “I’m going home now,” says Nazgol, and she does.

Thursday, the last day of the RNC, and the hateful atmosphere is really getting to me.  I can’t just keep listening to the convention and quietly taking notes.  Hoping that maybe even a small disruption can help weaken the spell the Republicans are casting, I buy a large sheet of thin paper and magic markers and spend part of the day lettering a sign.


The sign folds up small.  I slip it inside the folds of a convention magazine and put it in the outside back pocket of my backpack, which checkpoint security has never opened.  Sure enough, they let me in without looking into that pocket, though a guard breaks off the little file on my nail clippers before she’ll let me through.
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I hear one convention worker tell another, “Everybody else is very calm, but the Texans are out of control.”


A black woman is cleaning the rest room.  A beautifully dressed and made-up white woman points wordlessly at an unflushed toilet and passes on.  The worker mutters angrily, “I’m not your maid.”


On the big-screen TV in the media info area, I watch a blonde woman from Ohio get interviewed while a large man on her right dances in place.  He has no rhythm or grace whatsoever.  I bet the Republicans wish he’d quit jiggling like that.


Once again, security is preventing free movement in the halls and no one is getting access to the main floor.  In my assigned area of press seats, a man in the first row holds up a sign that reads: “Cheney and Bush.  Get use to it [sic].” I wonder which periodical has hired this illiterate.


If I can hold up my sign, I figure it will be like one of those bucking bronco events: a short, wild ride and a rough dismount.


I find a seat in the middle of a row, as far as I can get from the enthusiastic partisans I noticed the other night.  Succumbing to racial stereotype, I sit in front of three Asian-Americans, and hope they’ll be too polite to actually push me over.
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Pataki, the Governor of New York, goes on at length about September 11 and then smoothly segues to the war on Iraq, as though the enemy who attacked us was the one we invaded.  The second time he starts praising Bush for his strength as a war-time leader, I unfold my sign.


The top word of the sign is “Strong”, so nobody bothers me until I shake out the rest of the paper and hold it as high as I can.  I hear people in back of me reading it out loud.  “Strong but Wrong.”  When the people in front of me hear that, they turn around.  


The man on the right grabs the nearest corner of the sign and yanks at it.  I yank it back away.  On his second grab, the corner tears off.


The older man directly in front of me jerks the bottom of the sign with both hands, pulls it from me, and crumples it in his lap.  I lean over, snatch it back, and hold it up again. It’s ragged on the bottom now but the words are all still there.


By now a security guard has gotten the people at the end of the row to move so he can get next to me.  “Come with me, ma’am,” he says.  He waits while I pick up my bag.  People are shouting at me but I can’t make out the words.


The guard is joined by several other security people (not, I’m happy to see, including that bully from the DNC) while they hustle me out into the hall.  Somebody thrusts a large black object in my direction, which at the time I think is a camera, so I smile and flash the peace sign at it.  Later I realize it was probably a microphone with a sound baffle, and feel like a complete moron.  

In the hall, I’m at the center of a growing knot of 15 or 20 security guards, police, and secret service men.  They all seem to be over 6 feet tall.  They argue for a while about what to do with me.  The first security guy lets go of my arm.  I ask the two giants next to me, “Did you need your tallest people for this?”


A short black cop comes to stand by me.  I tell him I’m happy to have someone there I can look in the eye without getting a crick in my neck.  He smiles.


They take my backpack and press tag.  The short policeman, another cop and the guard who first came for me escort me down several floors to the Tactical Operations Center, where the guard goes into another room.  While we wait, I say to the cops, “I guess they didn’t like my sign.” The short one laughs.


A new guy, probably secret service, comes in to the small lobby. I hand over my driver’s license when asked, and tell him how I got my press credentials.


I find out afterwards that a few women managed to get onto the floor of the Garden to protest during Bush’s speech later that night.  They had valid guest passes.  The way they got them was to dress up and hang around upscale bars in the delegate hotels, trolling for horny male Republicans.  The pickup line of choice was “I can get you a guest pass for the convention…”


Anyway, security finally decides I’m not a threat.  The two policemen who’ve been hanging around with me escort me out of the building in a leisurely and peaceful fashion.  They point me toward the correct subway line and tell me not to come back, because I will be arrested.


I feel jubilant on the way out.  The dismount was easier than I expected, and I’m relieved not to be heading for jail.  


But I soon crash.  Why didn’t I wait for Bush’s speech?  Why didn’t I yell LIAR, LIAR, LIAR – You lie about Iraq, about the economy, about school reform, about tolerance?  I go from feeling like a hero to feeling like a wimp.


My seat was so far back in the huge arena that there’s no way I could have been seen or heard from the floor or by the major networks, so it really doesn’t make any difference except to my pride. 

Back in Boston, I take a cab home from the T stop.  My driver is from Brazil.  He listened to some of the Republican speeches.  “These people talk about morality, and God, and Christianity,” he says. “But they’re not talking about love, are they. About taking care of each other.” 

I think that pretty well sums up the problem.
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