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Forty Years of Liz’s Political Discontent

At the end of October, husband Jack and I joined a bevy of Strasburg friends and our farther-flung offspring to take part in comedians Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert’s combined Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear on the National Mall in Washington. I could not help but compare this occasion with the last Washington demonstration I had attended, the Protest against the US bombing of Cambodia in May 1970. 
In past Decembers I have written on such topics as Relieving Christmas Stress, The Futility of Christmas Bashing, and Avoiding Gifts Nobody Wants. This year readers will have to wait until January for a retrospect on Christmas Lessons Learned. 
Similarities Between the 1970 and 2010 Events

Weather—Miraculously we enjoyed clear weather and blue skies for both events, reinforcing the conviction that “Gott mit uns.” The 1970s Protest in May was miserably hot, 88 degrees; whereas the October 2010 fete reached a high of only 60. Also, nobody had bottled water in the 70s and the soda was air temperature and too expensive for us. On the other hand, no one at the Cambodia demonstration was wearing a full-body Halloween costume.
Crowd Size—Huge numbers of people attended both events, but all crowd figures diminish reality when it’s for a cause I support. In 1996 the National Park Service stopped estimating crowd size when congressmen became angry over estimates for the Million-Man March and sliced the NPS budget.

Reports of crowd size for the Cambodian Protest ranged from 100,000 to 150,000. I’d guess it was about three times that—and I’m an expert on the subject. 
The Stewart-Colbert Rally’s crowd was estimated by most media at 215,000, far fewer than the 10 million proclaimed by Stewart on the stage. Their permit application estimated about 25,000. This low-balling may account for the shortage of porta-potties, which extended down the mall only one-eighth as far as the crowd. The dearth of facilities was even more keenly felt at the 1970 event.
Differences Between the 1970 and 2010 Events

Why We Went Then—Cambodia Protest. Most scholars agree that the climactic events coalescing in May 1970 broke the back of Richard Nixon’s presidency and marked the beginning of the end of America’s long military commitment in Vietnam. 
On May 1, 1970 Nixon announced that a combined force of American and allied South Vietnamese troops had been attacking targets in Cambodia for several months, “...not for the purpose of expanding the war into Cambodia but for the purpose of ending the war in Vietnam….,” the president said. 
The announcement set off a firestorm of protest by war-weary politicians, the press, students, professors, clergy members, business leaders, and many average Americans against Nixon and the Vietnam War. Already festering universities across the country rose up in renewed protest and revolt.
Three days after the president’s Cambodia announcement, the governor of Ohio called in National Guard Troops to quell student unrest at Kent State University. In the melee that ensued, four students were killed and nine injured by the Guard. In the wake of Kent State, the largest strike in US history took place, protesting the Cambodia bombings and the student slayings. Adding fuel to the flame was a simultaneous battle over the fairness of a murder trial of nine Black Panther leaders.
The Cambodia Protest on May 9 was a major event in this chaotic period, which Nixon in his memoir revealed were “…among the darkest” days of my presidency. By the end of May, more than 900 colleges and universities were on strike involving 5 million students and 175,000 faculty. Curiously, 100 art museums and galleries closed their doors in solidarity with students.

Almost 36,000 National Guardsmen were called up to control violence in 16 states. Within two months US troops withdrew from Cambodia and a few months later, Congress rescinded the Gulf of Tonkin resolution authorizing US forces in Southeast Asia. Nixon signed the bill in January 1971.
     Why We Went Now—Sanity/Fear Rally. The rationale for the recent event was to provide a venue for the non-radical majority to be heard above what Stewart described as the more vocal and extreme 15-20 percent of Americans who "control the conversation" of American politics." Stewart's Rally to Restore Sanity and Colbert's tongue-in-cheek counterpart, the March to Keep Fear Alive, were ultimately combined into one. 
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The Rally was widely perceived to be a means to counteract polarizing actions of the rising Tea Party movement and extremists of all political persuasions. In his final remarks at the Rally, Stewart said, “This was not a rally to ridicule people of faith or people of activism or to look down our noses at the heartland or passionate argument or to suggest that times are not difficult and that we have nothing to fear. They are and we do. But we live now in hard times, not end times. And we can have animus and not be enemies.”

On the whole the tone of the program was more humorous than political, more entertaining than informative. Several bloggers complained that it lacked substance. 

Age and Weight--The 1970s crowd was younger, skinnier, and whiter than the 2010 crowd. I suppose these changes echo national demographics. I didn’t think the crowd or we were especially young back then, after all we had two children already, but comparing the photos of the people surrounding us then and now, there is a marked difference. To put it in personal terms, I was 27 then; I am 49 now. Luckily I’ve lost a few pounds in the meantime.
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How We Were Received and Perceived— Sanity/Fear Rally. In late September Barrack Obama gave welcome if low-key support to the Stewart-Colbert event, describing it as amusing and, at the same time, “really important” for people who expect some common sense and courtesty in their daily interactions.

The crowd was in a festive, rather than angry mood, and consisted of people of all ages and ethnicities, with children and babies in tow and a number of dogs happily scrambling their leashes. Costumes were another unexpected feature of the October Rally, which fell one day short of Halloween. 
Wearers appeared to have labored long and hard to make their get-ups somehow relevant to the Rally. For instance, two men appeared as clusters of green and purple grapes, carrying signs that read: “Keep ‘raisin’ your voice, Vote 2/11” and “Get Us Out of This Jam.” Several witches were present, carrying messages referring to Deleware senatorial candidate Christine O’Donnell’s famous declaration, “I am not 
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a witch. I’m you.” One takeoff featured a stuffed coyote with the legend, “I’m not a coyote, I’m you.”
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Many participants carried irreverent signs that seemingly poked mild fun at the Rally and themselves, such as “My political views cannot be summarize in a pithy sign.” Some were politely, but pointedly political, such as “Stop trying to take back your country! It’s mine too! How ‘bout we share?” and “Does the Tea Party know Obama cut their taxes?”
A few right wing views were also represented, e.g., “The Anti-Christ is Living in the White House: Obama.” 
The crowd seemed determined to be polite and well-behaved, while enjoying the lively scene and whatever bits of the program they might catch from the distant stage and jumbotron.While attendees seemed to be predominently Democrats or left leaning centrists, reason, civility, and humor headed their agenda. 
Negligible attention was directed to “getting out the vote” for the Midterm elections three days away. And the gathering appeared to have no impact on the election results.
Despite the seeming relevance and color of the Rally for Sanity/Fear, national media presence was scant and follow-up reporting minimal—obviously by design. The extent of the mainstream media boycott is best illustrated by Colbert’s announcing the awarding of the Fear Award to all of the news organization who banned their employees from attending, including the New York Times, ABC News, and NPR—among others.
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How We Were Received and Perceived—Cambodia Protest. The atmosphere surrounding the 1970 Protest was not fun and laidback. In fact it was intense, somewhat scary, and totally void of humor. A few days before Nixon was quoted referring to protesting students as “bums” in a conversation with Vice President Spiro Agnew.

When Jack and I arrived in Washington after driving all night from Madison, WI, we found the White House quad surrounded on four sides by hundreds of buses parked end-to-end, denying any possible entry to the fence or grounds. Soldiers and Guardsmen were at the ready, hundreds of them hidden inside buildings, the press reported the next day. The President, Secretary of State William Rogers, security adviser Henry Kissinger, and other leaders were kept in the White House under the protection of military guards armed with machine guns.
If there were babies in strollers at the event, I don’t remember them. Likewise no cavorting dogs that I recall. These were committed pilgrims, not happy campers. The only costumes I observed were three skull-headed specters that loomed above the crowd, with placards that read Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia. Though signs were plentiful, the messages were virtually all the same: End the War. 

On the other hand, an apparently sympathetic media put in a strong appearance and immense coverage accompanied and followed the Protest, as well as the events leading up to it. Jack photographed celebrity-journalist Sander Vanocur there, a prominent White House correspondent and national political correspondent for NBC News in the 1960s and early 1970s. Media attention and coverage of this and other protest events clearly had a significant impact in Vietnam policy and the Nixon presidency, as noted above. 
Returning now to add one more commonality of the two events, I was irresistibly drawn to both by a sense of outrage and civic rectitude that hasn’t abated in 40 years. I think that’s a big part of what it means to be a Liberal or a Progressive or maybe just politically aware in whatever ideological camp you’ve bedded down in. 
If you don’t get upset about wrongs and iniquities you feel affect millions of people, what do you get upset about? Someone cutting you off at a stoplight? Finding out Food Lion has stopped carrying your favorite brand of coffee? That a Strasburg hotel has built a barely visible scenic observation tower on its own property?
One famous alternative to taking on the world’s angst as your own is the subject of Voltaire’s famous 1759 novella Candide: or, All for the Best. Abandoning the life of ease and opulence he was born into, the protagonist Candide strikes out on a long journey. In the course of his lengthy travels he becomes painfully disillusioned with the great hardships and unfairness he witnesses in the world. At the end, Candide returns home and reveals the great lesson he has learned: “"We must cultivate our [own] garden.” 
I have always interpreted that to mean, forget the macro picture and worry about things you can have some control over—like your own garden and household. In fact, this is the position most people take. 

But, unfortunately I hate gardening and my household is totally out of control. And every now and then I have to do something to get my heart racing and keep my blood pressure from plummeting. That’s why I value public protests, marches, rallies and debates. Following my established 40-year pattern, I look forward to the next one in 2050.




























In this 1970 photo, Liz (circled in red)  sat among others near the Ellipse, protesting the spread of the war into Cambodia. The banner at the back says “Federal Employees for Peace; the one near the bottom right reads “Pull Out SE Asia”.





Among Shenandoah County residents at the Stewart-Colbert Rally were Maggie Maloney, Joy Wolf, Leigh Henry, Liz, and her husband and group chauffer Jack.








I misunderstood the non-political focus of the Stewart-Colbert Rally and arrived in a home-made suit rife with political invective. No one seemed to mind, but several commented on my wearing white after Labor Day.








