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My first convention was in Atlanta in 1988 when 
we nominated Michael Dukakis. We came out of that 
convention sure we were going to win. We had no 
idea that Dukakis would spend the fall campaigning as 
if he bet someone he could lose. I was not actually a 
delegate that year. Instead, I constructed a web of lies 
that procured me press credentials. I walked around 
awkwardly and conspicuously carrying a Dictaphone 
so as to not arouse suspicion. I repeated this scam every 
four years up until I was actually elected to be a delegate 

for Barack Obama in 2008. 
Given that this was not my first rodeo (or convention, 

more to the point), I pulled into the Doubletree with 
some sense of the rhythm of these political bacchanals. 
There are the parties, the forums, the protests, and all of 
this is before you even get to the hall itself. If one is a 
delegate, one must learn to pace oneself. I was invited 
to literally 25 events each day. If you possess super-
human energy and superlative time-management skills, 
you can make it to maybe four. 

O
n Sunday, July 24, I drove my wife and somewhat bewildered children to the 
Doubletree Hotel in Philadelphia for the Democratic National Convention. This was 
my eighth consecutive convention, which shows both what a political geek I truly am 

and why I couldn’t get a date for the prom.  
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The first night I brought my long-suffering and saintly 
wife Jennifer, and our two children, 15-year-old Brennan and 
13-year-old Justin, to the big welcoming party at the Kimmel 
Center for the Performing Arts. There were maybe 2,000 
people milling around, eating crab-infused guacamole, giving 
each other air-kisses, and lamenting 
the state of a country where electing 
Donald J. Trump as President of the 
United States would seem plausible. 
There were also people dressed up 
as trees in flower pots sprinkled 
throughout the event as part of the 
entertainment. They were silent, but 
probably also wondering about the 
whole Trump thing. 

Monday morning was the first day 
of the actual convention. It began, 
as each day does, with a delegate 
breakfast at our hotel. Each state 
has such a breakfast and they are 
important to attend because this is 
where you get your credentials to 
get into the Wells Fargo Center. The 
breakfasts also feature guest speakers. 
On Monday, ours was Corey Booker. 
The breakfast is also an excellent 
opportunity to swipe corn muffins for 
your room, if you are into that sort of thing. 

Each day I would try to go to events around the city. Since 
it was my first convention in my hometown, I was able to 
participate in a way I never could before. I spoke at seminars, 
fundraisers and parties throughout the city. I also, despite 
the repeated and emphatic advice of my family, staff, and 
complete strangers, insisted on engaging in forensic discourse 
with the protesters I encountered. 

Most of the protesters were Bernie Sanders supporters. But 

these were not the run-of-the-mill Sanders supporters. These 
were the “Bernie or Bust” people. And reasonable debate was 
not an option. You see, I was wearing my Hillary Clinton 
button. And this made me, prima facie, an elitist, corporate 
shill, election-rigging, fascist-enabling, war-mongering, liar-

supporting tool of Wall Street. I tried 
to explain that I was just a simple, 
liberal Democrat who sweats easily 
on hot days. But they were having 
none of it. 

Another thing they were having 
none of was speakers who did not 
agree with them at the convention 
itself. When I arrived for my first 
session on Monday at 3 p.m., I 
noticed a lot of Bernie signs, clustered 
throughout the arena. Then, every 
time Hillary’s name was mentioned, 
including during the opening prayer, 
a cacophony of boos and expletives 
rained down on the stage. This 
continued throughout the convention, 
although it did dissipate as each day 
gave way to the next. 

I soon settled into a pattern. I’d 
wake up every day at 7 a.m., go to 
the breakfast, then, go back upstairs 

for an hour on the elliptical machine. Nobody ever leaves a 
national convention underfed, and I’ll never get back into my 
unused prom tux if I don’t exercise. At noon, I’d head out to 
the various events I’ve chosen to go to until about 6 p.m., and 
then head over to Wells Fargo for the big speeches. 

I estimate that over the course of my 28 years of convention 
going, I’ve heard maybe 1,000 speeches. I must say, it is 
incredibly difficult to give a great or memorable convention 
speech. I imagine everyone tries. If I ever gave one, I’d start 
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with the Gettysburg Address and tweak from there. But very 
few succeed. Gov. Mario Cuomo in 1984, then Sen. Barack 
Obama in 2004 and former President Bill Clinton in 2012 
were some highlights. But the magic that hushes the room and 
brings tears to the eyes of a watching nation eludes most. 

This year, there were a number of 
speeches that, if not fully deserving of 
a place at the summit, came awfully 
close. Michelle Obama, who in my 
opinion gave the best speech at the 
last convention in Charlotte, gave a 
speech that not only brought down 
the house, but was the tipping point in 
uniting the convention. Vice President 
Joe Biden and President Barack 
Obama both demonstrated why they 
have both long been considered the 
best orators in the Democratic Party. 

We also were reminded that you 
don’t need soaring cadence to give 
a great speech by the quiet dignity 
of Kzir Kahn, speaking about his 
Muslim son who died defending our 
country. We didn’t know that this 
would become the controversy it 
did, largely because it didn’t occur to 
anybody that Donald Trump (or any 
other human being) would feel the need to attack Kahn. But 
even when it was given, it was clear that this speech was going 
to be an emotional highlight of the convention. 

The final night of the convention saw the greatest demand 
for guest passes. People always want to see the nominee 
speak, and there was a great deal of curiosity as to how Hillary 
Clinton would handle the big moment. I was committed to 
getting my long-suffering and saintly wife Jen and our sons 
Brennan and Justin in. Ironically, it is hardest for the home-

state delegates to get passes. When we were in Denver, for 
example, passes were easy. No one from Pennsylvania knew 
anyone for 2,000 miles. But with the convention in Philly, 
we all had friends, family, and intimidating loan-sharks who 
wanted us to get them passes. So with the demand so high and 

the supply static, it was going to be a 
challenge.

Fortunately, I was able to use a 
fine cocktail of begging, pleading, 
threatening, milking contacts and 
flexing my pecs (although it’s unclear 
if that helped) to secure the passes I 
needed. So the family and I boarded 
the Broad Street Subway a full eight 
hours before Clinton was scheduled 
to speak to make sure they got good 
seats. My kids were actually excited. 
Because I have forced politics on 
them since they were conceived 
(don’t ask), they are now political 
aficionados. I’m very proud of this. 
Someday, when they are on their 
therapist’s couch, or writing a book 
on their childhood called “Coping,” 
they will have lots to complain about. 
But they have to give me some credit 
for awakening them to the bigger 

world. 
I sat in the delegate section on the floor. In front of me 

sat a very large man with pants that only went up to about 
the halfway mark of his posterior. This man, who I will call 
“Smedley” because his mother should have had long greasy 
hair and a huge plastic poll on which he hung a sign that said 
“No more Rigged Elections” on one side, and “Jill not Hill” on 
the other. He insisted on holding that sign up for the entirety 
of Clinton’s speech. 
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Not content with that, he would also bark out “corporate 
whore!” and “war monger” throughout her speech. Because of 
the acoustics of the Wells Fargo Center, only about 10 people 
immediately surrounding Smedley could hear him (including, 
luckily, me). But he kept screaming as if this was going to 
decide the outcome of the election. 

Smedley aside, the crowd loved Clinton’s speech. They 
felt she came across as tenacious and prepared. It was also a 
good speech because she didn’t try to be something that she’s 
not. She can’t speak like Martin Luther King, and she didn’t 
try to. She spoke like Hillary Clinton, and in a year where 
authenticity is in vogue, that may have been her smartest 
decision of the entire convention. 

As anyone who has ever watched a convention knows, after 
the nominee finishes their speech, it’s time for the balloon 
drop. This year, there were a freakish number of balloons 
dropped on the floor. Several smaller people who were buried 
may never be seen again. My kids ran down to the floor and 
thoroughly enjoyed rolling in the balloons and basking in the 
after-glow of a brilliantly run convention. 

Every four years people say that the conventions are a relic 
of the past. And it’s true that they used to be places of real 
deliberation. In 1924, the Democratic National Convention 
took 16 days and 103 ballots to nominate John W. Davis. 
Considering the results that November, they would probably 
have been just as well served by picking a name out of a hat. 



I was a delegate to the 2016 Democratic National 
Convention from the state of Oregon and this was my first 
trip to Philadelphia, and actually my first trip to the East 
Coast. I could not have asked for a better city to visit for my 
first trip east, especially for such a historic occasion. 

On my first day in the city, I got to visit some of the most 
historic sites in the United States, including Independence 
Hall and the Liberty Bell. Walking on the cobble stone 
streets where our founders walked, being in the rooms 
where the decisions that set our new country on case were 
debated, and seeing documents establishing a new free 
nation were special experiences. None of this exists on 
the West Coast, and I have never felt a connection to our 
country’s roots until this point.

It was a tremendous honor to be a delegate to the 
convention and I wanted to represent my state as best as 
I could. While Oregon is immersed in grassroots activism, 
I met people from other states who accomplished great 
things, but in different ways. To be around other people who 
had the same level of passion and drive that I do, yet were 
so different at the same time, was incredible. 

To be at the convention and meet so many people who 

are changing our world in person, who you see on TV or in 
the news, really made the world seem like a smaller place 
for a few days. They are real people, and it is going to take 
real people like me and the other 4,000-plus delegates to 
help these great leaders continue their work.

Philadelphia gave me context for my history. These were 
just humans who created all of these things, not gods. 
It gave me hope and inspiration that we can and will be 
able to make our country better. Those people back in the 
1700s, who walked the same streets as I did, were able to 
accomplish so much. I now feel that passion and excitement 
to continue that work, from Philadelphia to Oregon, to help 
as many people as I can.

Ryan Kounovsky (ryan.kounovsky@gmail.com)  
is a community organizer and democratic strategist  
in Eugene, OR. 

Out-of-Town Delegate 
Connects with Philadelphia

By Ryan Kounovsky
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I disagree. Let’s put aside the fact that this year’s convention 
might have actually been a contested, multi-ballot affair in 
both parties. Even if a convention is, as its detractors claim, 
nothing but a four-day infomercial, I still think it’s valuable. 
The infomercial that a party chooses to put on says an awful lot 
about what that party is all about. I’m biased, but I think that 
the dystopian, post-apocalyptic hellscape that the Republicans 
presented in Cleveland tells us important things about how 
they will govern. The Democratic National Convention also 
is instructive. 

Further, a convention forces the nation to focus its attention 

on politics, government, issues and qualifications in a way 
that would never happen otherwise. This four-day investment 
in our democracy is not only healthy, it is essential if we are 
going to be an informed electorate. Further, in my view these 
conventions every four years make it more likely that we as 
a nation will make the right choice. And we can all agree on 
how important that is.

Daylin Leach (senatorleach@pasenate.com) is a state senator 
representing parts of Montgomery and Delaware Counties. He 
practiced law from 1986 to 2002.


