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Yes, a few women have run for the 
office before – Victoria Woodhull 
(1872 – Equal Rights Party), Linda 
Jenness (1972 – Socialist Workers’ 
Party) and Jill Stein (2012-Green 
Party), all nominees of small parties 
and none on the ballot in all states. 
Of course, many others sought their 
parties’ nomination, some first and 
some famously – Sen. Margaret Chase 
Smith (Maine) (1964-Republican 
Party) and Rep. Shirley Chisolm 
(N.Y.) (1972-Democratic Party) 
and some, jokingly – Gracie Allen 

(Calif.) (1940-Surprise Party).
This impending potentially 

historical event so close in time and 
place reminded me of my experience 
40 years ago as a radio correspondent 
at the 1976 Democratic National 
Convention at Madison Square 
Garden in New York City.

My love of rock’n’roll, passion 
for politics and mellifluous “radio 
voice” had lead me to serve as a disc 
jockey, news reporter, news director 
and eventually station manager of 
WSRN-FM, Swarthmore College’s 
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T his summer, here, where this nation was created by 56 
men	227	years	ago,	we	may	witness	the	first	nomination	
by a major political party of a woman for president. 

She	also	has	an	excellent	chance	of	becoming	the	first	female	
president of the United States.  Fifteen to 20,000 journalists are 
expected to cover the event.





radio station (1972-1976).  While my weekly show, “Sensuous 
Sounds” was a local hit, neither Wolfman Jack nor Casey 
Kasem were ever threatened.  

Our news reporting, based primarily on an “alternative” 
view of daily events pirated from KYW Radio and the New 
York Times, was, however, insightful and often amusing.

Knowing that broadcast journalism was a tough business 
to enter, I opted for the law instead.  But before beginning 
studying torts and contracts at the University of Pennsylvania 
Law School in September of 1976, I got the opportunity to 
work as a reporter at the Democratic National Convention for 
the Suburban Radio News Service (SRNS) election unit under 
the catchy moniker “Elections Radio 76” feeding audio reports 
to a litany of radio stations around the country, including 
WCCR-Teleprompter Live and the Associated Press Radio.  
Armed with highly coveted official DNC press credentials and 
a convention floor pass, a couple of my WSRN cohorts and I 
took off for the Big Apple.  

Like most modern political conventions, this was not 
a gathering of party leaders to discuss issues, evaluate and 
ultimately select the best candidate.  It was merely an 

expensive public relations event - with free TV air time.  
Despite the last minute “Anybody but Carter” movement that 
perfunctorily put three others into nomination, Jimmy Carter 
had the nomination sewn up a month before the Ohio primary.

This was the last time a vice presidential nominee 
(Walter Mondale) was named first at the convention.  With 
few controversies or surprises, two of the three networks 
abandoned “gavel to gavel” coverage and presented only key 
speakers and features.  Not until C-SPAN arrived three years 
later could political junkies again be sure to feast on entire 
conventions.

1976 was a watershed political year - the first presidential 
election year after the first presidential resignation. My 
former employer, Richard M. Nixon, had resigned on Aug. 9, 
1974, due to allegations of “high crimes and misdemeanors” 
in connection with the Watergate scandal. Since Gerald 
Ford claimed that “our long national nightmare was over” 
and pardoned “Tricky Dick,” the presidency was then the 
Democrats’ to lose.  And at least 31 eager Dems threw their 
hats in the ring, from Jerry Brown to George Wallace.  The 
sublime to the ridiculous.

Feminism was at the forefront of domestic issues and 
women led this convention.  Convention Chairperson Rep. 
Lindy Boggs (D-La.) was the first woman ever to preside over 
a national political convention.  Coincidentally, she was my 
Congressperson.  Although I tried several times to interview 
her, Tom Brokaw and Barbara Walters inexplicably seemed to 
have more access.

Rep. Barbara Jordan (D-Texas) was the first female (and 
black) keynote speaker at any U.S. presidential nominating 
convention, but even the progressive Democrats made her 
share the limelight with astronaut hero, white male, Sen. John 
Glenn.  The first co-keynote speakers ever.  Though Sen. 
Jordan was not actually a candidate, she did receive one vote.  

We were poor college students and could hardly afford 
the pricey hotels of Manhattan, not like the humble peanut 
farmer, Jimmy Carter in his 21st Floor, $750-a-day, five-room 
suite at The Americana.  After trying, without success, to find 
a place to crash, we improvised and found a quiet, remote 
meeting room hallway floor at the Statler Hilton across from 
Madison Square Garden to sleep on between trips back to the 
convention floor.  Could have been worse.

Stints in college radio launched the careers of many of the 
rich and famous, from David Letterman (Ball State-WCRD) 
to Howard Stern (Boston University-WTBU). At least one 
of my SRNS convention colleagues, James Rupert, went on 
to a distinguished career in journalism and now serves as 
foreign affairs correspondent and editor for the U.S. Institute 
of Peace. Another, Ken Hirschkop, used his love of language 
to become an associate professor of English and literature at 
the University of Waterloo.

In those pre-Jon Stewart days, even Democrats seemed 
to have no sense of humor.  Comedian-pundit Mark Russell 
singing harmless ditties at the nearby Rainbow Grill was 
acceptable, but “The Unofficial Delegates’ Guide to New York 
City” featuring a centerfold of Elizabeth Ray and Sen. Wayne 
Hayes in a compromising position, was deemed “tasteless” 
and “counterproductive” by the DNC and banned.  

To add insult to injury, the DNC declared that beer was not 
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to be sold in Madison Square Garden.  Cynics claimed it was 
to boost sales of Georgia-based Coca-Cola® products.  Others 
just smiled, knowing that all manner of other intoxicants 
would continue to flow in the VIP and hospitality lounges.  
Democratic fat cats don’t drink beer anyway.  And Carter’s 
brother’s “Billy Beer” would not be marketed until July of 
1977.

In his acceptance speech former 
Georgia Gov. James Earl Carter Jr. 
said that 1976 would be “the year 
when we gave government of this 
county back to the people of this 
country.”  Meant to demean the 
previous Republican administration, 
ironically, similar sentiments 
expressed today by others sound 
like code for race baiting.

The Equal Rights Amendment, 
first introduced in Congress in 1923, 
passed both houses of Congress 
in 1972, but by this convention, 
only 34 of the 38 states needed 
had ratified it and the deadline for 
passage was less than three years 
away.  The Democratic Women’s 
Caucus ensured that the chair 
of DNC Platform Committee, a young Michael S. Dukakis 
(Swarthmore College ’55), included support for ratification.

Unfortunately, few ever read any party platform. Curiously, 
the 1976 DNC Platform includes a plan for “a comprehensive 
national health insurance system with universal and mandatory 
coverage.”  Thirty-four years later, The Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act was signed into law by a Democratic 
president.  Some things just take time.  

Security was tight though targeted primarily outside at 
domestic protestors and nothing like what exists today.  

Even though only eight years after Robert F. Kennedy and 
Martin Luther King Jr. were assassinated, there were no 
metal detectors and portly rent-a-cops formed the front line 
of defense. Surely security at the Wells Fargo Center this 
summer will be substantially greater and targeted primarily at 
possible foreign threats.

Perhaps the delegates and 
candidates will reflect on why and 
how presidential foreign policy 
decisions over the past 67 years 
have created, sustained and /or 
exacerbated some of the security 
threats we face today.

We forget that we lost our 
innocence to modern international 
terrorism in the form of airplane 
highjackings to Cuba (First-May 
1, 1962) caused, in large part, by 
an embargo that took us 55 years 
to realize did not work and, in fact, 
was counterproductive.

My intrepid colleagues and I came 
to New York armed with liberal 
passion and the latest technology – 
a new UHER Report 4000 portable 
reel-to-reel; a two track, stereo 

tape recorder made by UherWerke of Munich, Germany, the 
classic tool of professional journalists of the time. WSRN-FM 
was then the largest and best-funded student organization at 
Swarthmore, so we had great equipment. Some of us, however, 
were not so facile with the high technology of the day.

Although this was four years post-Watergate and the 
concomitant flurry of reform laws, the convention was still 
filled with hundreds of lobbyists offering free food, drinks 
and who knows what else to the politicians. Since no lobbyist 
organization could afford to offend the press, press credentials 

To add insult to injury, 
the DNC declared that 

beer was not to be 
sold in Madison Square 
Garden.  Cynics claimed 
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of Georgia-based  

Coca-Cola® products. 



opened doors to lots of free fine food and drinks.
I especially recall the unbelievable endless spread and open 

bar provided in the Railroad Press Hospitality Lounge. Just a 
few years later, President Carter signed into law the Staggers 
Rail Act deregulating American railroads replacing the ICC 
structure in place since 1887.  Watergate did not change 
everything.

The Convention was a virtual Democratic love fest, 
especially compared to the acrimony at the 1968 and 1972 
conventions.  But the Women’s Caucus pressed a potentially 
explosive issue – “the female quota” – equal representation 
with men in delegations at future conventions. One hot 
“candidate” who supported it was young, outsider California 
Gov. Jerry Brown. Eager to avoid a public dispute, Carter’s 
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“Georgia Mafia” deftly brokered a compromise – denying 
quotas but “encouraging and assisting” efforts to achieve 
equality.  Forty years later, the DNC requires state delegations 
to have an Affirmative Action Plan, but, still, no quotas.  

1976 should have shown progress, but there were actually 
3.6 percent fewer women delegates (34.4 percent to 38 
percent) and fewer black delegates (11 percent to 15 percent) 
than in 1972.  Though both were significant improvements 
over 1968 (13 percent women; 5.5 percent blacks).  

For the record, our reporting team was 33 percent women.
Whether it was that this was the first opportunity to elect a 

Democrat since Lyndon Johnson, the glitter of the Big Apple 
or just the presence of so many cameras and microphones, 
Hollywood was well-represented.  Fresh off his latest huge 
success co-authoring and playing the randy hairdresser 
in “Shampoo,” Warren Beatty was a constant presence.  
Long active in liberal politics, he had in 1972 been part of 
Democratic candidate George M. McGovern’s inner circle 
raising a great deal of money.

At 6 feet 2 inches tall, wearing a three-piece white suit, 
black shirt, no tie and sporting a dazzling smile and a shock 
of jet black hair, he made quite a spectacle wandering the 
convention corridors. While a 2010 biography estimated that 
he had slept with 12,775 women, he seemed more concerned 
with women’s political rights that hot New York summer.

Since the nomination was a foregone conclusion before the 
convention began, the several thousand journalists present had 
to find some burning issues to report about.  Even pre-Internet, 
the demand by media outlets for content was ravenous, 
explaining in part, why a lowly suburban radio stringer was 
able to score an in-depth interview with Warren Beatty about 
women’s rights.

We quickly learned that almost anyone would talk to us 
anytime about anything.  Press credentials and a microphone 
have an amazing effect on people. No one ever questioned 
whether we were from a group of local radio stations or a giant 
network and our floor pass credentials were the same as those 
of the network anchors.

The star of “Bonnie & Clyde” was equally as willing to 
answer the impertinent questions of this then 21-year-old 
recent college graduate as he was those of rock star reporter 
Frank Reynolds of ABC-TV.  I encountered Beatty in a 
hallway just off the convention floor and asked if I could 

interview him.  He readily agreed and I warmed up my UHER 
and thought of some tough questions about his support for the 
Women’s Caucus proposal.  He was charming, knowledgeable 
and articulate and I left him with what I thought was about 15 
minutes of a great scoop for where I was sure to win accolades 
from my fellow journalists, if not an Edward R. Murrow 
Award.

Sadly, my brush with greatness was not recorded.  
Apparently, I had yet to master the German engineering of my 
high-tech tape recorder and had only recorded my intro and 
not a word from Beatty.

My colleagues honored me for the next few days by calling 
me “Rose Mary Woods,” Nixon’s secretary supposedly 
responsible for the famous 18-minute-30-second gap in 
a crucial Watergate tape.  Woods said she made “a terrible 
mistake” when she “accidently” hit the “record” button 
instead of the “stop” button on her UHER reel-to-reel tape 
recorder.  Seriously.

I eventually overcame my technology handicap and got a 
nice interview with the Father Robert Drinan S.J. (D-Mass.), 
the first Roman Catholic priest to serve in Congress.  Drinan 
was a brilliant Jesuit law professor who rose to prominence 
as an anti-war and human rights activist.  I must admit that I 
used both my own Jesuit education and Vietnam War protest 
credentials to get him to open up.  Despite his leadership in a 
church that hardly favored the feminist agenda, he expressed 
support for the female delegate proposal.

The 2016 Democratic Convention is likely to be as much of 
a yawn as that of 1976.  The presidential and vice-presidential 
nominees will already have been selected and there will be no 
hotly contested platform issues.  The novelty and historical 
significance of either a female or a socialist nominee will be 
the only attraction.

While 1976 may almost have been “The Year of the 
Woman,” perhaps 2016 will at least be the beginning of the 
end of the War on Women.
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The author during the 1976 Democratic National Convention


