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commentary
from other pens...

Press conferences are
a careful balancing act

By Lawrence L. Knutson

Assoclated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — Thepresidential newsconference, awaysahigh-
wire act, hasleft indelibleimpressions. John F. Kennedy’s quick wit.
Ronald Reagan’ smasterful stagecraft. Bill Clinton’scommand of facts.

Theeventisahigh-stakesgame. M ost presidentstreat it asthey would
ashark-filled pool, with caution, respect and careful preparation.

When Jimmy Carter held hisfirst newsconferenceas president Feb.
8, 1977, heopened by saying what many presidentshavekept tothem-
selves: “| look forward to these confrontationswith thepressto kind of
bal ance up the nice and pleasant thingsthat cometo meas president.”

While making himself available almost daily for abrief question or
twoinavariety of settings, President Bushisal so approaching formal
press conferenceswith caution.

Sinceassumingofficein January, Bushhashel djust twoWhiteHouse
news conferences, both called with less than an hour’s notice in the
small, workaday press room rather than the spacious glamor of the
chandeliered East Room.

“The president prefers an informality about certain things,” press
secretary Ari Fleischer said. “ Healwaysreservestheright tocomedown
here on short notice.”

“1 think probably what (Bush aides) are trying to do isto ease him
into press conferences. They seethe possibility of making mistakes,”
said MarthaJoynt Kumar, apolitical scientist at Towson State Univer-
sity in Maryland and a student of the White House news operation.

Inthecentury since TheodoreRoosevel tfirst gathered reportersaround
his desk, the presidential news conference has been adjusted to exploit
technol ogy and meet the needs of each occupant of the Oval Office.

TheodoreRoosevelt, anaideoncesaid, “ understood the necessity of
guiding the pressto suit one’'sown ends.” He succeeded in doing just
that, in part by threatening to withhold news from newspapers that
published storieshedid not want in print.

Woodrow Wilson convened the first formal news conference on
March 15, 1913, under restrictive rulesin which little or nothing the
president said could bequoted without approval fromtheWhiteHouse.

Twenty yearslater, Franklin D. Roosevelt madethenewsconference
an effective policy tool. He did away with the custom of submitting
questionsinwriting. FDR also kept tight control over theinformation
flowing to the reportersjammed around his desk.

Kumar, in abook on the White House and the media, writesthat re-
porterslearned quickly what FDR wastryingto dowasnot hel pingthem
get news, but rather “to get them to frame storiesin waysthat werefa-
vorableto him.”

It wasalwaysamasterful performance, one described by author and
reporter John Gunther: “In 20 minutes Mr. Roosevelt's features had
expressed amazement, curiosity, mock alarm, genuineinterest, worry
... and surpassing charm. Yet he SAID almost nothing. ... | never met
anyonewho showed greater capacity for avoiding adirect answer while
giving the questioner thefeeling he HAD been answered.”

Harry Truman began the custom of an opening statement to frame
i ssuestheway hewantedthem. AndunlikeRoosevelt, heprovided seats.

Jim Haggerty, Dwight Eisenhower’s press secretary, persuaded the
president to open the doorsto television.

K ennedy took television astep further, becoming thefirst president
to have his news conferences broadcast live.

Reagan’'s TV advisers perfected the opening shot, with the cheerful
president striding down abroad red carpet into the East Room.

Kumar said the modern presidential news conference has endured
becauseit hasproved useful. They are, shesaid, theclosest apresident
getsto “ having aconversation with the nation.”

EDITOR SNOTE — Lawrence L. Knutson has covered the White
House, Congress and Washington’s history for morethan 30 years.
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ON BOARD ...

BRIEFING

HANOI — Thebig lesson from aweek’s visit
toVietnamisthat the past remains potent. Just as
African-Americans cannot forget the legacy of
dlavery or the Jewish peoplethe horror of the Ho-
locaust, Asian nations retain a bitter memory of
colonialism.

Thiscapital, |locatedjust acrosstheTonkin Gulf,
maintainsaregular vigil tothesameanti-colonial
legacy asthat ignited by the U.S. spy planeinci-
dent off China’ sHainanisland.

| refer totheold French prisoninHanoi that once
housed the patriotic heroesof Ho Chi Minh'sViet
Minh. Hereyou seethetorturechambers, theiron
shackles and the guillotine that would be trans-
ported province to province — al remnants of a
colonial government willing to do what was nec-
essary to maintainitsgrip on Indo-China.

Aone-roomexhibit, whichcouldbeeasily over-
looked, notesthepresencewithinthesesamewalls
of the notorious “Hanoi Hilton,” where U.S. fli-
erswereforcedtoendureyearsof ill treatment and
torture. What the Vietnamese learned from the
French they practiced on men like John McCain.

What grabsthevisitor isnot the cover-up of the
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bad treatment endured by the Americans but the
celebration, ahalf century later, of the punishment
perpetrated by the French colonialists. Thepeople
of Vietnam do not want toforget the pricethe West
made them pay for their independence.

We in the West make no such effort, of course.
We recall the era of European colonialism with
nostalgia. Those fortunate to travel through Asia
orAfricaseetheold hotel sand sensethecharmand
elegance of the old colonial lifestyle. Over a
poolsidedrink at thequaint old M etropolehere, we
see nothing and think even less of the brutal poli-
ticsthat supported theseFrench, Britishand Dutch
empires: the willingness to torture and kill those
local patriotswith the courageto resist.

Yet beneath the seductive surface of all the old
colonial worldswasthewillingnessof thecolonial

power to enforceitsrule, to torture and to execute
the colonized.

Thisiswhat we Americans need to keep in our
mindsinevery disputewiththeformerly col onized.
Nationalism, thekey to overthrowing Soviet hege-
mony in Eastern Europe, isthe key to understand-
ingwhyAsiansretaintheir prickly sensitivity tothe
West. They want to trade with us, want our tourist
dollars, and arewilling to drive usaround on their
three-wheed bicycles. What they demand in return
isrecognition of their sovereignty.

When it comes to China, Vietnam or any other
country that once felt the humiliation of colonial-
ism, wemust remember the scolding aNorth Viet-
nameseArmy officer gaveacomplainingU.S. pris-
oner: “Thisisnot your country.”

We don't haveto like that sentiment, but as we
work our way through situations like Hainan, we
darn well haveto know it.

ChrisMatthews, a nationally syndicated colum-
nist for the San Francisco Chronicle, is host of
“Hardball” onCNBCand MSNBC cablechannels.
The 1999 edition of “ Hardball” was published by
Touchstone Books.

Making connections: Another strategy

(Last of two parts)

Last week, inthefirst part of this serieswe de-
scribed how trade shows, conventions and busi-
nessexposoffer great business building opportu-
nities. Many owners and managers use these
eventstofind new customers, suppliersand busi-
nesspartners.

Weal so shared tipson exhibiting at such shows
and how to get the most out of each event. Inthis
column, we' Il helpyoulearnhow to makeconnec-
tionswhile attending shows.

We call thisbusiness-building strategy “learn-
ing by walking around.” You canfind great ideas
to adapt and use in building your own business.
You can also establish great business contacts.

Successful mingling

Beprepared. It paysto beprepared when
you visit shows and conventions. Take a good
supply of businesscards, acameraandapenanda
small note pad. When you see useful ideas, write
them down.

Plan ahead. Have an idea of what you
wishtoaccomplishandwhat companiesyouwant
tovisit. Getanexhibitor’slist, and mark thoseyou
really want to seefirst.

Conserveyour time. Don’t alow pushy
peopleto corner you. If youhavenointerest, end
the conversation gracefully. Say, “ Thank you for
theinformation” or “I enjoyed visiting with you,
but | need to visit several other booths.” Then,
moveon.

Initiate the approach. If someone has
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something you're interested in, don’'t hesitate to
approach and ask questionsto start the conversa-
tion. Even your competitors may shareinforma-
tionwith you if you are genuinely interested.

Collect business cards. Ask for a card
when you want to learn more or contact someone
later. Make notes on the back of the card. Don’t
trust your memory.

Set goals. Have specific objectivesin
mindwhenyougo. To“meet 10potential custom-
ers,” “findthreenew suppliers’ or “findanewling’
€etc.

Always look for great signs, good bro-
churesandcleverlogos. Collect samplesandmake
notes on how you might use something likeit.

L ook for good merchandisingideas. The
exhibitors want to grab your attention asyou're
goingbytheirdisplays. If itworksat theshow, you
may find it useful later.

Develop and use a 10-second commer-
cial. Useitwhenyouareintroducingyourself. If
you candescribeyour businessquickly andclearly,
itwill help you spend your timemorewisely. You
will see how you can help othersor vice versa.

Don’t spend too much time talking to
peopleyouaready know. Unlessthereisaspecific
reasonto carry onadetail ed discussion, keep mov-
ing. Becourteousandfriendly, exchangepleasant-
ries, but keep moving.

Arriveearly and work your contact list as
quickly aspossible. Oftentheearly birdsavoidthe
busy aislesand peoplejamsthat may occur later.

Don't over doit. You can’t spend all of
your time going to shows and conventions. Re-
member, thisisonly one of thewaysyou can grow
your business.

Don’'t neglect your present customers.
Don't go to shows looking for more business un-
lessyou’ reservingyour present customerswell. If
you're too busy to stay up with your present
workload, you don’t need more business. Use
showsto gather prospectsand grow your business
when you have slack time.

Don’t forget to evaluate the shows you
attend. Some of these shows may be places you
would want to go as an exhibitor. If you feel the
typical attendeeisyour target customer, check of
boothavailability next year. Thengoback and read
part oneagai n and get ready to make some connec-
tions.

Don Taylor is the coauthor of “Up Against the
Wal-Marts.” You may write to him in care of
“Minding Your OwnBusiness,” POBox 67, Ama-
rillo, TX 79105. Column sponsored by Goodland
Area Chamber of Commerce Business Devel op-
ment Committee.
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