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MY DADDY USED TO SAY, “She looks like she was rode hard and put up wet,” and that is about the way I feel on finishing this book. Telling the story of your life is not an easy task. Reliving the tough times is painful, but the recollection of good times with my friends and family warmed me like a blanket.


The thread of my political life is the consistent issue of civil rights. While political party struggles, campaigns, and personalities came and went, the commitment to equality is a constant. I thank God that I live in a country where that fight is possible and the cause progresses.


There are a lot more stories where these came from, but I hope that those recounted here will give a flavor of what it is like to be a woman, a mother, and grandmother who cares passionately about our government and who loves the state of Texas.
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IF my Mama in Waco can’t understand what I’m talking about, no one else can. I make a lot of speeches and I keep that in mind all the time.


It’s not that my Mama’s dumb, or that she’s the lowest common denominator. She’s smart, she’s got a lot of common sense. She doesn’t have to have it explained to her twice. But don’t try to speak to her in jargon. Tell it to her straight.


Most people have learned a second language; usually it’s specific to their occupation. That’s true of bankers and lawyers and doctors and truckers and everybody else. It is particularly true of people in government; they speak in alphabet soup, gobbledygook. My Mama doesn’t fit in any of those categories, and when I speak I want it to be something that she can understand straight out. Language should bind us, not divide us.


That’s why, when I got off the stage at the Omni in Atlanta after delivering the Keynote Address at the Democratic National Convention, I really wanted to know what my Mama thought about it.


Speaking in public is a very personal piece of business. Giving a good speech, especially one with some passion and emotion, you’re revealing a lot about yourself. You’re putting yourself in a very vulnerable position. It’s sort of like Lady Godiva riding down Main Street without clothes on. Or stepping up on a scale and getting weighed. There’s every possibility in the world that you’ll be found wanting.


My parents live in Waco and had gone to a watch party that the Democratic Party had held at a downtown hotel to see the speech. A local Waco television station had made arrangements for us to have a split-screen hookup between Atlanta and Waco. It was good television for them and a chance for me to get through to my folks.


The pathways in and underneath the Omni in Atlanta were a maze of wires and cables, as if they were carrying some kind of national pulse that everybody kept tripping over. You just can’t imagine what the working conditions are like for the local television press at these conventions. They are sharing equipment; the space each station is allotted is no bigger than a closet; and each interviewer and camera crew is divided off from the next one by either a thin drapery or nothing at all. On TV it looks like each newsperson has some fabulous access and personal angle; in fact, the correspondents are just about butting thighs.


And so I got to talk with my folks. There were no monitors, which means that I couldn’t see them and they couldn’t see me, but we could hear each other and it was a nice thing to do.


There’s no great secret to good political television. Most reporters want to know the same information, and the people they are interviewing generally have one set of facts and viewpoints they want to get over. The trick to doing well on television is keeping it fresh, remembering that there are real people watching, and that they have real feelings. The temptation is to talk to the camera; I try real hard to talk to the people instead.


The news announcer introduced us to the audience and said, “Well, Mr. Willis, when you told your daughter that she could do anything she wanted to do if she just worked hard enough, did you ever dream that she would be doing something like this?” My Daddy chortled, “Why, hell, I didn’t even know there was a this!”


My Mama and Daddy said that they were proud of me and they were glad that I got to do the speech, all of that. It was pretty much what you would expect of a public family moment.


I called them the next day to tell them what a good job they had done in their television appearance and that I was real pleased that the Waco station had done that hookup. I knew that they had probably been nervous, having had to talk on camera.


I shouldn’t have worried. My Mama said, “Well, Ann, it was just wonderful.” She sounded nicely excited, like I had hoped she would. “I just never had such a good time. We really enjoyed it!” It seemed like the excitement was still with her.


“But what you don’t know,” she went on, “you’ll never guess what happened. Something that was really wonderful last night.”


Texans are proud of their own, and I had been getting calls and congratulations all morning. I knew my Mama was going to tell me something someone had said that was complimentary about the speech. I warmed to the phone.


“No, Mama, what?”


She said, “Coming out of that interview at the television station . . . we met the weatherman! I’ve been listening to him for ten years and I never dreamed I’d meet him in person!”


•  •  •


The Keynote Address is the first major statement of purpose and direction at the Democratic National Convention. It’s a speaker’s dream. Everybody who cares even the slightest bit about politics can be counted on to watch, or at least will hear about what you have to say. I had never even considered giving it.


When it comes to speaking engagements, I’ve got a pretty full plate. They’re not necessarily political speeches, they can fall into any number of categories: education, criminal justice, the economy, the state’s financial picture, where women are going, alcoholism, drug abuse, you name it. I am asked to give a lot of speeches and I try to talk to as many people as I can.


But three weeks before the Democratic Convention I had planned to take a week off. The board of directors of the Foundation for Women’s Resources gathers each year for its annual planning session. We eat healthy food, get plenty of exercise, and meet and talk about what we would like the foundation to do in the coming year. We all look forward to it.


I was on my way to Houston one Friday morning and I called the office from the airport to pick up my messages and return some calls before I got on the plane. Nancy Kohler, my assistant, told me that Paul Kirk had called and wanted to talk to me. There were several minutes before my plane was due to leave. I called him.


Paul Kirk, at the time, was the national chairman of the Democratic Party. He said, “I’m calling to find out where you’re going to be next Monday.”


“I’m planning to be out of town for a board meeting,” I told him.


“Well, Ann,” he said, “I have to check it out with a couple of places, but I think you’ll be invited to deliver the Keynote Address at the Democratic National Convention.”


I was standing there on the linoleum at a pay phone in the airport and I was floored.


“You’re kidding me.”


“No,” he said, “we think you’re the logical choice.”


I felt certain that I would be asked to do something at the convention, because I am female and they need to have females play a role and there are simply not that many of us in politics. But this was a great deal more than I had expected.


“Well,” I told him, “that is simply incredible. Never, ever, in my wildest dreams, would I have thought that I would be invited to do such a thing.”


Paul said, “Don’t say anything to anyone about it, but I think this thing is pretty much a done deal.”


“You can count on me. I won’t breathe a word.”


“If it does come about,” he continued, “you can’t be out of town when it hits the press.” This was classic politics; the next step from honor is logistics.


I was so naive, not having ever had an experience like that before, that I had no idea what he meant by “when it hits the press.” I was the treasurer of the state of Texas and I had been elected to office in four different races; I just figured there would be a lot of press calls that day that I would have to deal with.


“Oh, really? Can’t I do it long-distance?”


“No, you won’t be able to do that.”


“Well, okay, I won’t go.”


By the time I phoned the office for messages that afternoon the story had leaked. The Atlanta Constitution had called wanting to do an interview about my doing the Keynote speech.


Now, the talk of my making the governor’s race was pretty much an open case, and the political tides never stop churning. Over the weekend I was told that Jim Mattox, my likely primary opponent, had tried to dissuade Paul Kirk from extending the invitation to speak. The reply from the national office was, “Well, the governor’s race is a long way off, and we have no intention of getting involved in it, but the decision is made.”


And so, on Monday morning, the announcement came from Paul Kirk that I would be the Keynote speaker. And my life was completely overturned.


I had a little two-person political office and it was overwhelmed. The calls started coming in for interviews. Television crews, radio interviewers, national stringers, freelance writers all wanted to follow me around. I was staggered by all of it. I thought it would last maybe a day or two and then it would all die down, but it never quit. Newsweek, the Boston Globe, the New York Times . . . I was going to Stephenville, Texas, to place a historic marker, speak to the Optimist Club and attend a local reception, and here we were chartering a plane for an entourage of press!


I knew I was receiving a great honor, but there was not a moment to stop and reflect about where I was going or what I was going to do, because I was giving the next interview. And then when I’d get back to the office there would be a jillion telephone calls I had to return. One day we had reporters scheduled every thirty minutes from twelve noon till six o’clock at night. One after the other—radio, television, newspapers.


It was mayhem. I was treasurer of Texas, a public official, but I had never thought to have an unlisted phone number and most people respected my privacy. Not anymore. All kinds of people started calling. My phone rang about nine o’clock at night and it was a woman who said that she’d been cleaning out a trunk and ran across an “All the Way with LBJ” button and couldn’t recall who his vice president was, and she just knew I’d remember. I got an unlisted phone number.


By the end of the first week it became apparent to me that this was never-ending. I started getting nervous. There is something very gratifying about being chosen for such an important and prestigious assignment, but I actually had to give this speech. The euphoria rapidly evaporated and the task at hand loomed up like a specter.


Meanwhile, we were getting drafts of speeches from total strangers. People were calling wanting to volunteer to write the speech. People were calling wanting to get paid to help write the speech. People were calling to advise how to avoid having someone else take credit for having written the speech that did not yet exist. You know. Bedlam.


I spoke with Jane Hickie, my campaign adviser, and said, “We’ve got to have a pro here, we really do. I have a general notion of how I want the speech to go and what we need to say. I think I know how to open and close it, which are the two tough parts. But we need a wordsmith.”


I did some calling around. Bob Strauss, the former chairman of the national party, recommended a speechwriter named John Sherman. John had written for Senator Robert Byrd and had assignments for several people at the convention already, and he flew down to Austin and met with us.


Suzanne Coleman has always written a lot of speeches for me, so she sat in. She also works at the Treasury, so we were very careful that any political writing she did was on her own time and at home. Suzanne brought some of my old speeches and her first draft, and John took it all in and went back to Virginia to begin.


I was still trying to keep up with the schedule I had already committed to before all this frenzy began, plus my regular work. So I decided to Let go, Let God, and Let John, and he put together a draft of the speech and sent it back to me. There were pieces in it I liked, pieces in it I didn’t care for, so I did an edit on that and faxed it back to him. The political office fax machine never stopped.


Mary Beth Rogers, a good political writer who was also deputy treasurer, got into it on her own time. Jane got into it. Cathy Bonner is a public relations consultant, and we went out to her place and began working on John’s draft and the other bits and pieces we had. It was rapidly turning into real patchwork.


One day I came into the office and Mary Beth said, “We have just received a letter that is your speech.” It was from a woman in Lorena, Texas. I said, “We’ll have to get in touch with her. If we use this letter the press will make that woman’s life miserable. We need to tell her in advance what will happen if she is willing to let us use it.” I had seen this press rush and I know that to someone who isn’t in the public eye, it could be very painful.


We called and the woman said she was delighted and flattered. We agreed to keep her name confidential, but told her that the heat was going to be considerable and that the press was going to come looking for her. She said, well, that was all right, go ahead and use it.


I was also calling those people I knew who could write lines. I wasn’t looking for a speech from them, just for any good lines they’d got. We called Jane Wagner, who writes with Lily Tomlin. I called Erma Bombeck and Liz Carpenter. For years, George Christian had written speeches for Lyndon Johnson. I called George. I called Harry McPherson in Washington, D.C.; Harry also wrote a lot of speeches for Johnson. He said that I had to be aware of who my audience was, and who I would be speaking with on the television. I called Barbara Jordan.


We called Harrison Hickman, a political adviser, to ask if he would write a profile of a married couple living in the suburbs who were in their late thirties or early forties and were trying to raise children. That’s who I wanted to speak to. Harrison wrote that profile.


I called Ted Sorensen. I didn’t even know Ted Sorensen, but I knew he was a whale of a speechwriter. I know he thought, “Who is this woman?” But I really wanted advice from the best people I could get.


We got videotapes of Mario Cuomo’s 1984 Keynote Address and Barbara Jordan’s 1976 Keynote, and I took those home and played them on the VCR and quickly became very depressed. What they had had to say was so substantive, so powerful. What did I have to say?


The morning after it was announced that I would be giving the Keynote Address, Mario Cuomo had called. It was one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me. Mario’s Keynote Address to the 1984 Democratic Convention had been electrifying, a smooth and brilliant combination of personality, language, and vision. He told me how he’d felt when he had been called and invited to give the speech: Terrified, as he knew I was. He’d thought, “What have I got to say?”


Mario has a remarkably soothing way about him. He told me he had finally broken through when he had asked the people who worked around him what he ought to say. Then he had written a draft and read it to his co-workers.


One of the best pieces of advice he’d gotten, he told me, came from an elevator operator or janitor at the state capitol building in Albany, who had said, “Governor, you didn’t mention your father in that speech. You usually talk about your father.”


It was that kind of wonderful, serious conversation about, “I know how you feel, and don’t worry, you’ll be all right.”


And, of course, there was the What Will She Wear? question. Friends from all over Texas started sending clothes: Betty McKool and Janelle Ellis went shopping in Dallas and shipped in boxes of suits and dresses; Sarah Lake canvassed the stores in San Antonio and drove up to Austin with cartons full; Raye Carrington made an intensive browse of Austin to see what she could find; Grace Jones drove down a rack from Salado.


So we’d get clothes in and I’d barely have time to look at them, then we’d box them up and send them back. In an odd kind of way, this was a vital decision; if I didn’t look right, there was every chance that half the people I was trying to reach wouldn’t hear me.


Barbara Mikulski, now senator from Maryland, called and said, “Ann, there is a woman in Washington, D.C., who is absolutely fabulous with makeup. Her name is Lillian Brown, she’s going to be at the convention, you need to call and talk to her. She made me up for debates and she took off ten pounds, ten years, and ten thousand wrinkles.”


Lillian Brown was very nice, said she’d be glad to do it, and also volunteered to help find something to wear. She asked about size and style and color and price. I told her that blues are good colors. I said the main thing was that it should be an American-made dress. I didn’t care whether it was a “designer dress” or not but I wanted it made in America. I have very strong feelings about that. I drive an American car, and where it is at all possible I buy American goods. American business depends on American consumption.


Lillian Brown called back the next day and said, “I have found a very simple three-piece dress in sort of an aqua. Adele Simpson. It’s silk and I think it’ll be a perfect camera color.” I said, “Here’s my charge account number. Send it.”


Neal Spelce had coached Mario Cuomo on the use of the TelePrompTer in 1984. We got hold of Neal, who agreed to go with me to Atlanta and teach me how to be a great communicator.


Jane Hickie, meanwhile, was, in her usual fashion, doing an unbelievably adept job of organization. She called Gordon Wynne, who had been in charge of the logistics of the Democratic Convention since the beginning of time, and said, “Gordon, will you be our Convention Director in Atlanta?” Gordon said he would be delighted.


On top of having to speak, I had been elevated to the rank of Dignitary, and with that mighty position came the need for a traveling organization. We needed people to deal with the telephones, the Xeroxing, the word processors, the fax machines, the watch parties at home, receptions, cars, security, press, and other dignitaries. We needed someone to deal with the Texas delegation; there were hundreds of requests for floor passes, especially on the night of the speech. We needed a place for people to come by and say hello, and people to take care of the people who were going to come by and say hello. Nancy Kohler had worked with me for years and knew how to handle chaos, so she had to come along. My daughter Cecile, her husband, Kirk Adams, and my granddaughter Lily were coming from California. My children Dan, Clark, and Ellen were coming. We needed hotel rooms for all of these people. Gordon Wynne and the staff took care of all of that.


And I still had to come up with something to say.


The day before we were supposed to leave for Atlanta we were all sitting in Cathy’s office cutting up this speech and piecing it together, and I was not at all happy. It didn’t have the flow, the feeling that I knew it needed. There wasn’t a conversational tone. But, for better or worse, we got something together and faxed it again to John.


John Sherman was due to fax us more or less his final draft when he called to say that his computer had eaten the speech. He couldn’t get it out. The guy from the computer company was over there that moment and they were working on it, but he was afraid that the speech—and all of our work since the moment I had been chosen to deliver it—was gone forever.


It was funny. I mean, I just thought, “Whatever can happen will happen. And it’s happening.” You can rail and rant and do all you want to do, but all you do is get yourself in an uproar. I really do have an ultimate faith that if things are supposed to turn out well, they’ll turn out well.


So we left for Atlanta with no speech.


I got off the plane in the Atlanta airport and there were more newspeople and television cameras. Just like I’d seen on TV with other people. But this was focused at me! It was really a peculiar feeling.


You feel like they’ve made a mistake. That really they don’t understand that you’re not that important. It was my first true moment in the eye of the media storm, and it took some getting used to. At first just the newness of it was a little distracting. But hour by hour, as it wasn’t going away, I settled into it. I began to think of the attention as just part of my job: this is just what I do and this crush is going to be part of it. The best you can do is to be candid, answer the questions the best that you can, and be good-natured about it.


They didn’t know that at that moment I really was unprepared.


At the Omni, the podium was still being built when I arrived, the boards were literally being put in place as I walked on them. And underneath, out of view, there was a rehearsal room that was identical to the podium above. The Tele-PrompTers were in place, the podium, the lights. The technicians could arrange it so that you could determine the height you needed, the angle of the TelePrompTer lenses. They were extremely nice to me. Perhaps they realized how terrified I was.


Of course, as well as being a political gathering, a convention is a series of parties. Just because I had taken on this Keynote didn’t mean I should back out of the commitments I had already made. And I had a full schedule.


There was a breakfast in my honor. I can’t even tell you who was there, I was just traveling in a daze. I couldn’t go anywhere without a huge trail of cameras and microphones and the people attracted by the cameras and microphones.


And meanwhile, we were working on the speech. At one point we had a very full room: Neal Spelce, John Sherman, Suzanne Coleman, Mary Beth, Jane. Harrison Hickman was in and out. Cecile’s husband, Kirk, was there. Harrison and John Sherman agreed that they would go off and write something and bring it back, but finally, on Saturday afternoon, late, I said, “You know, I’m really not happy with this.” I was supposed to deliver this stirring oratory on Monday night.


Now, mind you, before we had reached this point there had been a jillion drafts of this speech. Nancy Kohler was typing and lines were coming in from all over, and they were plugging in segments we’d pick up here and there.


They all looked at me and said, “Well, what do you want to say?” I mean, they were pretty disgusted with me, and I don’t blame them. I just felt like we were being too eloquent, too lofty-sounding. I wanted to speak so that my Mama understood what I was talking about.


Right from the beginning of the speech I wanted to make it clear that “We’re about to have some fun.” I wanted an overall feeling that made people know that politics does not have to be all gloom and doom and lofty rhetoric, that it is really personal, and that it’s fun. That it is, next to baseball and football, the All-American pastime.


So I sat there at the table and said, “We’re going to tell how the cow ate the cabbage.”


I knew several things that had to be done in the speech. I wanted to say, from the beginning, that I know that my accent is different from yours, and for the majority of you in that television audience I know I don’t sound like you. And I wanted to say it in a way that would be funny so that they would accept me and my accent.


I wanted to say, also right away, I realize that I am female, and that not many females get to do what I am doing, but I hope you will listen to me. And I wanted to say something that would make the women feel good about me being there, and get that issue settled so that I did not focus on women’s issues again and again in the speech.


I wanted to say, “I am no different than you are. All you people sitting out there in your living rooms listening to this person speak, I am an American who cares intensely about her country and its politics.”


So—“After listening to George Bush all these years, I figured you needed to know what a real Texas accent sounds like.” It’s a funny line and it makes its point.


“Twelve years ago, Barbara Jordan, another Texas woman, made the Keynote Address to this convention . . . and two women in 160 years is about par for the course.” That recognizes I’m female and I know this is a rare thing, and that we can recognize it, and laugh about it.


“But, if you give us the chance, we can perform. After all, Ginger Rogers did everything that Fred Astaire did. She just did it backwards and in high heels.” I’ve used that line in speeches for years and years, and I have no idea of the real origin of it. I think I got it from Linda Ellerbee.


I met Linda Ellerbee down in the rehearsal room during one practice session and she said, “I heard you are going to use the Ginger Rogers line.” I told her, “I am. Would you like me to attribute it to you?” She said, “No, don’t worry about that. I don’t even think it was original with me.” I heard later that she got it from someone on an airplane.


I used the line about the guy who yelled out from the bleachers, “Make that basket, birdlegs”—which I have used in speeches many times before—because it says, “I am imperfect and I have some sense of myself.”


Okay, it seemed to me, we’ve got all those lines behind us now and we’ve already done a great deal. We’ve said a lot in about five lines. And now we have them ready to listen.


I knew that I wanted to end my speech with something about my granddaughter, Lily. It was a way to span generations, to talk about how we look into the future in a very personal way. Because that’s really what it all boils down to; we can talk all we want about concepts and ideas and problems, but basically what we want is a future that is good for our grandchildren.


We usually have our children when we’re young, when we don’t have the patience to sit and live on their time; once we’ve read them a book we expect them to go to bed. The older we get, the more we enjoy those moments rather than trying to avoid them. In chatting with John Sherman the first night he had come down to Austin I had told him about Lily and me, sitting on the floor, rolling a ball back and forth, back and forth. John turned around and made that the visual image that ended the speech.


All that remained was the body of the speech, and we had a little over a day to write it.


I began to talk about the Democratic Party, the one that I had grown up knowing. I was talking to that family that doesn’t really think politics makes any difference to them. They obviously don’t because they don’t participate. Not even half the population votes. This was the Democratic National Convention Keynote Address: it ought to say what this party stands for, it ought to say Why I Am a Democrat.


I had a checklist of things I wanted to include in the speech. I wanted to make sure we said something about education and that we included teachers. I didn’t want to talk about education as an idea, but I wanted to talk about it from the point of view of the people who were involved in it. I wanted to talk about the environment, clean water, clean air. Very simple concepts that everyone understands, that the government controls.


I wanted to say that I felt the administration had misled us, that the billions of dollars we had poured into defense had gone into the pockets of some greedy people. And that we believe very strongly in defending this nation, but it doesn’t make sense to us when we spend our hard-earned tax dollars on systems that don’t work. That’s when we came up with “tanks that won’t shoot and planes that won’t fly.” I sat there and shook my head and said, “That old dog won’t hunt.”


And all the time I was talking, they were writing.


By this time Jane Wagner had gotten exercised. She had decided that this speech was important and she was going fax crazy, most of it wonderful stuff. It was great moral support from a real professional. The “silver foot” line came in from Jane. I don’t know who said it originally—several people have taken credit for it—I don’t have any idea. I got it from Jane.


By this time it was getting pretty late. I was tired. I had done a full day of shaking and howdying and visiting with people and rehearsing. So they all said to me, “Okay, now you go on to bed and we’ll work it out.”


I went to bed and they stayed up all night. And the next morning, there was the speech under my door when I got up.


There was some question about whether to keep the “silver foot” line. I think maybe Harrison Hickman said it was an old line, everybody knew it. I said, “Well, I don’t know it. And if I don’t know it, Mama in Waco doesn’t know it either.” Kirk came to me and said, “Don’t let them talk you into taking that line out. It’s too good.” So I said okay.


There was never any intention in that speech to slam George Bush or Ronald Reagan. I think negative speeches are very hard to carry off, and they leave you with a bad taste. I felt that line was good because it’s a lampoon line, like a newspaper editorial cartoonist’s line. And it’s also very funny.


I spent hours of time rehearsing versions of the speech. It had to sound casual, conversational, but that took work.


You had to book the rehearsal room in advance and you didn’t dare miss your appointment. There was always a line waiting to get inside, and a little holding area outside the room with all kinds of people coming in and out. Ted Kennedy came through, Bill Clinton from Arkansas, Barbara Mikulski, Jim Wright. It was all very exciting and fun, a combination of casual good humor and formal terror, like a first prom.


The TelePrompTer staff were tireless. I’d come in one day with one speech and they would put it into the computer and print hard copies for me, and the next thing you know I’d come in with a whole new one. They were so patient and so kind.


We had the rehearsal room booked every day from the time I got there, beginning on Friday and running all the way through Monday. In an hour I could usually get through it once and a half, and I must have spoken some version of that speech for at least five hours before I delivered it.


I also was given the chance to walk out onto the real stage, so that first step out there in prime time wouldn’t be a complete shock.


I had delivered a speech at the 1984 convention and I had found that the audience pays attention to you when the lights are dimmed. When the hall lights are on they’re more likely to be visiting with each other, watching the reporters, doing TV interviews, or making deals. When the lights are off, and the only light is coming from the stage, people will be more apt to listen to what you have to say. It’s like putting a towel over a birdcage; they get quiet.


Gordon Wynne and I told the convention manager that I was not going to walk out onstage until they dimmed the lights. He wasn’t happy to hear it. “I want to tell you,” he said, “the networks are going to give us fits.”


“I can’t help it,” I told him. “It’s going to be a worse fit for you if I stop talking.”


“Can’t we raise the lights when the audience applauds?”


“You can use your judgment. But in general,” I said, “I want the lights down. And if they don’t go down and stay down, I’ll just stop until they do.”


Several weeks before, the convention planners had called to say that each speaker was to be introduced with a film before we spoke, and who would I like to narrate mine? I immediately said, “Willie Nelson,” never dreaming that Willie would do it. They got in touch with him and he did it, and I really cherish that film.


There were all sorts of decisions to be made. What song did I want played when I walked to the podium? Jane chose “Deep in the Heart of Texas.” Not “The Yellow Rose.” Surely not.


The day of my last run-through, Mario Cuomo came down to the rehearsal room with his wife and son, and brought me a Steuben Glass apple. I may have seemed somewhat less than secure because he told me, “Ann, when I spoke I knew I was going to be a total bomb. Those people were not going to listen to me. And I just decided, what the heck, I would go ahead and I would go out there and say my piece, and if it wasn’t any good I would still be the governor of New York.”


Neal Spelce came up with another problem and another solution. He said that this speech, the words themselves, would be different from anything anyone had ever heard as a Keynote. I hadn’t thought of it that way, because it was just so much me and the way I talk, but he was right. “We’re going to have to prepare the press as best we can,” he said, “for what they are going to hear.”


I went looking for Walter Cronkite.


I had known Walter for a number of years, had been a guest speaker at a roast for him in Washington several years before. He had already called the hotel and said that if I got a chance I should come over and see him at the convention hall. He’s a warrior in the media battle, and he can set the tone for an entire broadcast. If Walter, by treatment or inflection or posture, makes it clear that you’re worth people’s time, then your stock can just take off.


“Walter,” I said when I found him, “I want you to be prepared for what kind of speech you’re going to hear from me tonight.” He looked at me. “I’m going to talk Texas.”


He laughed. “Oh, well that’s great.”


Neal went around and talked to a number of press people about what to expect. They would be given copies of the speech before air time, and we knew that it wasn’t going to be the same speech read as it was delivered. It was just not a reading speech, it was a delivery speech. A lot of speechwriters are writers first, not speechmakers, and they make the mistake of writing things that read beautifully but don’t speak well. There’s a real difference.


We got back to the hotel and I went to rest for a little while and listen to the Chariots of Fire soundtrack on my headphones. I had some very serious, prayerful talks with my higher power. Not to make the speech good, or to make me good, or to perform well, but to give me the strength to do this job. I tried to remind myself what was really important in my life. That no matter what happened, the two most important things in my life are my own self-respect and integrity and the love my children have for me. And I found that no matter what I did in that speech, I wouldn’t lose my integrity or self-respect or the love of my children. It was a very liberating, calming thought.


When I got to the Omni I was numb. The kids were all done up in their new outfits and looked wonderful. Jane Hickie and Neal Spelce were in the background, at the door. Diane Sawyer had seen me in the rehearsal room and I had agreed that she would get to ask the first question when I got off the stage. You know, here you are, you’re making the speech of your life, and you’re trying to remember that when you leave you must talk to Diane Sawyer.


I walked out and there was applause, and the Texas delegation had these signs that were real cute that said, “Democrats ♥ Ann Richards.” I’d seen cards and stickers and signs like that for athletes, states, and other politicians, but when you see signs with your own name on them it’s pretty wonderful.


The Omni was a fabulous place to make a speech. There had been a lot of talk and complaining that it was too small for a convention of that size and magnitude, but for the speakers it was excellent. I was so close to the audience that I didn’t feel removed from them. As big as the arena was, there was a certain intimacy to it. Michael Dukakis said it was like speaking in a Greek amphitheater, and it really was, because the audience was all the way around you.


I started, and immediately the audience was with me.


There’s a real difference between delivering an address to a live crowd and speaking to millions of people on TV. Two entirely different techniques. There is one kind of speech, to a live audience, that gets them up on their feet, gets them enthusiastic, gets them shouting. That’s a hot speech. There’s a lot of emotion to it, a lot of passion. It comes from your gut. That kind of speech will not play well in your living room. You don’t want people in your living room who are hot. You’ll withdraw. You’ll feel uncomfortable.


So from the start I was really worried about striking the balance in my delivery, so that it was hot enough for the 15,000 people in the auditorium but cool enough for the seventy million people in their living rooms.


The crowd loved the line about my accent. They loved the line about two women in 160 years being par for the course. They went crazy when Ginger Rogers danced backwards and in high heels.


I started to get real worried.


The audience was so up, so with it, so in sync with me and my speech that I was afraid I was too hot. I didn’t want to cool down my delivery, but I didn’t want to scald the home viewers.


And I worried a lot about eye contact. Neal Spelce had told me that being able to keep contact with the camera for living room delivery is really important. He also taught me that when there is applause, if there is applause, you can turn and look at one TelePrompTer and pick up the line that comes next, and then you can deliver it directly to the camera, right to the viewer. I was well enough rehearsed at that point that I could keep these technical things very much in my mind. I was speaking and thinking, speaking and thinking.


The audience was applauding more than we had planned. We had expected about ten or fifteen interruptions for laughs or applause. We ended up with forty-some-odd. We couldn’t lose for winning.


Then I began to be concerned about the time. We had been allotted thirty minutes, applause included. I was definitely going to go over. Then I thought—mind you, I’m delivering the Keynote Address while all this thinking is going on—“If I go over, they’re not going to cut me off. I’ll just have to finish; there’s no way to stop.”


They had told me there would be a glass of water on the podium, and if there was applause—I had to keep telling myself, when there was applause—I could take a drink of water. (When you get nervous your mouth just cottons up. Some speakers put Vaseline on their lips, they get so dry.) Well, during one long round of applause I reached over to take a drink and my hand was shaking so badly that I slopped water all over the podium. I had to reach over and hold that glass with two hands to get it to my mouth. That’s when I realized I was not as cool as I thought I was. I thought, “Girl, that’s the last bit of water you’re going to get until this is over.”


When I finished I really did not know how I’d done. When you’re under that kind of tension, it’s just hard to tell. I turned around and Paul Kirk was smiling, but people will always be kind to you the moment after. I hugged the children.


The audience was still applauding, so I knew I had to go back out and acknowledge that. By this time I was kind of comatose. A combination of adrenaline and psychological draining. I’d been pointing so hard toward that speech, those moments of delivery, that I had given no thought at all to what happens afterward.


Funny, the things you remember. I still had in mind that I had to go and say something to Diane Sawyer. She asked me, “How did you rate yourself?” And, as well as I can remember, I said, “Well, I really don’t know. I was worried about my eye contact.” That’s the first thing that came to mind, and it was the exact truth.


Anne Wexler met me and said that Michael Dukakis was on the telephone and wanted to talk with me. I thought that was great. He said he liked the speech.


By now I was on cruise control. It would have taken a stampede of buffalo to put me into sharp focus. I did a series of pop-in interviews, the kind you see at all the conventions when the newspeople get a new face they don’t know much about. I was feeling like a zombie, but I didn’t look like one. I could be animated; I answered whatever anyone asked. With nothing to hide, and all these drafts of the speech in my head, anything I said would be okay. That’s the joy of saying what you actually think in public; anything that comes out of your mouth is really yours. This seemed to surprise the anchors.


So I got hot in public. And my Mama was thrilled to death to meet the weatherman.
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MY Daddy was born in a little community called Bugtussle. There are a lot of Bugtussles in Texas, in one place or another, but this one was outside of Lorena, just south of Waco.


Supposedly the community got its name because there was some fellow named Bug—could have been Bugg, for all I know—who caused a problem there. The town was the center of some kind of camp meeting, as they had in the rural South, where people would drive their buggies up and they would hear preaching and they would sing, and they would make a couple of days of it.


These people had children, and they would stack up brush and make a circle and bed these kids down on quilts—from whence came the expression “Baptist pallet”—and leave them in that circle while they went on about whatever their religious activity was.


It seems that while the children were asleep in their various buggies, Mr. Bug, who was a prankster, switched them from one buggy to another. After the ensuing melee, the town became known as Bugtussle.


I’ve always thought that was a pretty romantic and ridiculous story, and probably not true. But that’s what my Daddy, Cecil, used to tell me.


My Daddy’s Daddy was a farmer. Both my parents’ folks were farmers. They came from places like Alabama and Tennessee, and they came to Texas like people did from all over the country, because it was a place of opportunity. They were looking for land to farm. In the late 1800s all across the South, there were letters scribbled on doors: “GTT.” It meant “Gone to Texas.”


My Mama, Iona Warren, was born outside of Hico, which is south of Fort Worth near Glenrose, in a community called Hogjaw. Honest to Pete. They both came from pretty big families, and really poor. Dirt poor. I think my father’s pop left the farm and moved into Waco at some point, but my granddaddy on my mother’s side, and my grandmother, lived on the Stephenville Highway until they both got too old to live out there and moved into town.


The family stayed close by. Sisters and brothers either lived with their parents even after they were grown and married or they built houses that were very near the home place.


My Mama was the adventurer. She finished what I think is the equivalent of high school and at some point decided to come to Waco. It must have been a very brave thing to do. Both her sisters stayed in Hico, still live there. But Mama was smart and she was ambitious.


It must have been frightening to leave a community where you had grown up, knew everybody, all your family was there, and go off on your own. My uncle I. V. was working in Waco and I guess he encouraged Mama to come. She didn’t need much encouraging. She worked in a dry-goods store, selling piece goods and whatever else.
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