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Letter From Air Force Two

In Texas, Gore Tests His Messages
¥icePresident Gore was in the middle ofa

town meetinginSan Antonio theother day
when one of the participants got his tongue

twisted while^gto describealocal after-school
progr^ for kids. The vice president, who knows
whatitfeels like, jumped intoease the
embarrassment

Touwere probably up late watchingMichael
Jackson playbasketb^"Gore said in mocking
reference tohis own blunder two weefe ago when he
confused thepopsingerwiththeworld's best
basketball player the morningafter the Chicago Bulls
won the NBA title.

When you are the man whoput "no controlling
legal authority" into thepolitical lexicon, itoften
doesn't take much to ingress an audiencewith your
sense ofhumor. But itwas clear from thereaction of
theaudience thatthepeople inthelocal YMCA
enjoyed the moment almostasmuch asGore himself.

The politician-with-asenseof-humorwasjust one
ofthepersonalitiesondisplayasGore rambled
through two days ofevents inTexas late lastweek
thatare partofhis continuing education for the
moment when hestepsoutofPresident Clinton's
shadow and stands for thepresidencyonhis own.

There was, ofcourse. Gore the vice president,
v^^ose mere arrival indistant cities commands the
l^d ofmedia attention that none ofhis potential
rivals for theDemocratic nomination in2000 can
begin tomatch. This Gore travels in apresidential
style, flanked by administration officials (Labor
Secretary^exis M. Herman and Deputy Attorney
General Eric Holderjoined him atdifferent stops)
who rarely fail tosay how much the president relies
onhim. Gore always attempts toappear humble when
praised bysubordiiates.

Thevalue oftravelingonAir Force Two was
evident ateverystop. Banks oftelevision cameras
record^ his events in Houston, El Paso and San
Antonio and appearances were timed toprovide live
coverage on the early evening news. His ovemi^t
stop inElPaso generated abanner headline intheEl
Ifaso Times, halfadozen stories and afront-page
picture ofGore atan outdoor rally in lOOdegree heat
Never mind thatthestory described thecrowd as
"surprisinglysmafl." It'sthepicturesandheadlines
that count

Therewas Gore theparty cheerleader, who roused
Texaspernocratsattheir state convention in San
Antonio with what has become his stand^political
stumpspeech. Thespeechcombines humorand
sarcasm (aimed atthe Republicans) with apartisan
review ofthe past sk years and ac^ toarms for the
battles ahead. It isdesired to show that Gore is not
asstiffand wooden as his reputation (even though he
longhas been animated in his canpaign oratory; his
sli&iess shows up in other settings). While the ^)eech
produced the reaction he and his aides had hoped for
amongpartyactivists, JayLenoandDavidLetterman
may have more influence indefiningGore for the
generalpopulation.

There was Gore the dispenser offederal largess, fri
Houston, he announced $14 million in juvenilejustice
grants for thestateandacouple hundred thousand for

themtyoris office, andpledged federal assistance "for
the duration" for Texasagencies fitting wild^
throughout the drought-ridden state. In El Paso, he
promised million for dislocated apparel workers
andleft theimpression thattheadministration was
givingTexas thefunds tounderwrite $1.9 billion in
school construction bond fimds, even though the
GOP-controDed Congress has not approved the
prograni InSanAntonio, heannounced morethan
$80 milbon in grants forjob trainingand
welfare-to-work programs. Some ofthese grants for
Texas had been announced, others aren't even readytobe dispensed. But tohear the vice president
describe them, it's^ if the checks are in the mail.

Befittii^ the politics ofTexas, there was Gore the
(Xinservative Dmocrat who pepped up atopportune
moments. "God's hand hasb^ontheUnited States
ofAmerica," he said atone stop. At another, he spoke
ofthe spiritualityofthe country and responded
waimfy totheapparent success ofa"jobreadiness
ministiy" that combines computer literacy with Bible
srady tohelp welfare recqrients inSan Antonio—the
kind ofprogram advocated by many conservative
RqnibHcans.
. In br^dishing his more conservative side. Gore

fo/tycmen^ left out some unpopular administration
initiatives inthe fi^t a^instcrime, fri Houston, he
began to describe a"controversial" step the
administration had taken. Gun control? Hardly. Itwas
the administration's support for asignificant
expansion in thekindsofcrimes thatcould drawthe
death penalty. As for the ban on assault we^wns and
support for the Brady Act to discourage handgun
sales. Gore somehow managed toleave outthose
administration acconqilishments.

'Dien therewas Oprah Gore, thegenial host of
policy-oriented town meetings oncrime, education
Md welfare reform. Thesewere pioneer^ by Clinton
in his 1992 campaign and Gore isusing this period to
hone his skills inaforum thatcombines serious talk
about policywith the opportunity toshow arelaxed
andintimate style with potential voters.

Thetown meetingsproduced some ofthemost
compellingmoments ofGore'sTexas tour, thanks in
part to Ae participantsthemselves. Oneafteranother
offered induing storiesaboutefforts toreduce
juvenile crimeor transform theirfives fromwelfare
dq)endency tofull-time empIctymenL Their stories
showed how far beyond the narrow partisanship of
thedebate inWasfdngton many communities have
gone indealingwith tiiese difficult issues.

These town meetings also gave Gore ample
opportumty todi^layahuman and humorous side,
something heandhis aides have been workingon
intensivety. In San Antonio, one motherstru^ngto
stay offwelfare spoke glowingabout theprogramsa
local Boysand Girls Club provided for her children,
includingafield trip that day tosee the vice president
Tve never been afield trip," Gore said. In El Paso, a
youngwoman talked about aspecial program on
robotics atherschool thathad given her classmatesa
chance to participate in a"robot rally" inWashington.
Td have fitri^t inthere," Gore joked.

—Dan Balz


