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When the Dream Became Reality
By L. Douglas Wilder

nee upon a time I  really  was your
governor, and each passing day fills

^_^  me  with  a  sense  of  gratitude  to  the
people  of  Virginia.  They didn't  listen to  the
political  experts and the smart money guys
who said it couldn't and wouldn't be done, and
never  ever  in  Virginia.  Virginia  stood  and
stands alone, in that distinction. And, as I said
on  Inaugural  day,  I  am  proud  to  be  a
Virginian.

My election  was a  direct  result  of  the
civil rights movement, which opened the door
for  the  fuller  participation  of  African
Americans in American society. I  remember
seeing the lines of people standing to vote in
the 1964 presidential election. I'd been prac
ticing law then about five years, and people
were lined up for two blocks waiting for the
opportunity to vote. People actually stood in
line for blocks to vote, and I'm watching and
looking, and four years later I decided to run
for the Virginia Senate.

No  African  American  had  ever  been
elected  to  that  body  since  Reconstruction,
since the federal troops were dispatched to
protect the rights of the newly enfranchised
slaves  and  free  African  Americans  to  vote.
But this brief period of Reconstruction came
to a sudden end.

L Douglas Wilder

So I chose to run for office. Didn't want
to do it. Everyone who knows me knows that
I didn't want it. I was so happy being a suc
cessful lawyer finally making some money in
my family. Finally being able to go to places
that  I  wanted  to  go  and do  those  kinds  of
things,  but  I  couldn't  continue  to  complain
and gripe about what was and was not hap
pening if I wasn't prepared to enter into the
fray. I didn't do that to make any history, at
all, nor to be judged any differently than any
other person seeking office.

After 16 years in that body I had pretty
much done all that I could do in the Senate of
Virginia.  I  looked  around  and  said  I  don't
know that I can do anymore here other than
maybe another bill passed or something else, so
I had determined that it was up-or-out for me.

Back in 1975 1 had described the office
of lieutenant governor as vacuous. But as has
been the case with most minorities or ethnic
groups in  this  country,  one has to have an
entry level to show what I call proficiency in
some preceding degree. That's what the office
of lieutenant governor allowed me to do.

Had  I  not  taken  the  non-stop  60-day
trek around the state [before the 1985 elec
tion for lieutenant governor], had I not taken
that trip around the state, I would never have
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"The crowds

grew and
grew..."

had the real opportunity to know Virginia's peo
ple, and they know me.

The 1985 Breakthrough
We were  out  there  meeting  each  other.  I

could hear people when I  would travel  around
the state and the media would have the micro
phone  thrust  into  their  chest.  I  couldn't  hear
what the question was. I could hear the answers.
Some would say, "Well, I can look at him and see
that.  Well,  yeah,  I  know it's  a  heartbeat  away
from being governor but, you know...."

And  I'm  listening  and  listening,  and  the
crowds grew and grew and grew, and they were
waiting for the train wreck, the car crash, I think
it was called, and they were waiting for that inci
dent:  "You  can't  come in  here.  You  better  not
come in here. We don't have your type here."

And  I  can  tell  you  that  the  press  never
reported a single incident. I wonder why? There
never was an incident, not a single person ever
refused to grant me an audience. Not a single
group said we don't want to hear you. No one
ever said you can't be involved here. There were
any numbers of persons who said, "Look, I never
voted for a Democrat in my life." I said "hear me
out." I'd start talking. I said, "hear me." And to
the  extent  that  I  started  learning  and  learning
and learning and learning, it  provided me with
the  opportunity.

The Greatest Honor
Obviously,  being Governor of  Virginia was

the greatest  honor  of  my life,  and I  cherished
every moment of it. Someone asked me "tell me
what you miss most about being governor" and I
said,  "I  don't  miss  any  part  of  it"  and  they
thought it was somewhat a retraction from what
I'd just said. I said, "No, we don't have kings in
this country. You run; you become elected; you
do your thing; then you move on, and that's the
beauty of democracy."

But  for  a  life-long  Virginian,  there  is  no
higher calling than to serve as the Governor of
the Commonwealth, and I think it's truly the job
of being a custodian of the people. He or she
doesn't  just  sign bills  and cut  ribbons opening
highways. In Virginia a governor is expected to
be  an  advocate  for  the  people,  whether  that
means standing up to the gun dealers and fight
ing for a monthly limit on gun purchases or tak
ing on the drug manufacturers and health-care
providers who inflate the cost of their goods and
services  or  even,  dare  I  say,  politely  question

institutions of  higher learning to better  account
for the way they spend public money.

If a Governor does not stand up for the peo
ple, no one will. Stand up for the public interest
one too many times in the Senate or House of
Delegates and you can pretty  much guarantee
yourself  a well-funded primary or general  elec
tion  opponent  in  the  next  campaign.  "Oh,  he's
out  of  touch.  He spoke the wrong words.  He's
representing them." Who? "Them, you know, the
people."

But as governor, especially in Virginia, there
is no re-election campaign, and so you can gen
tly, or sometimes not-so-gently, tell the insiders,
the moneyed interests, and all those who stand in
the way of progress where to go. And if you get a
reputation for being a bit feisty or head strong in
the process, so what? A good loud bark will keep
away intruders, as well as the deepest bite.

And being governor is not a job for someone
with a weak stomach. Issues of  life  and death
pass over your desk every day. Horrible, haunting
crime scene photos have to be weighed against
DNA tests  or  polygraph results.  I  was the  last
line of justice in death penalty cases in Virginia
for  four  years.  Every  decision  that  passed  my
desk I  will  have to live with for  the rest  of  my
life.  You're  concerned  with  what's  best  for  the
people of Virginia, as well as that oath you took

So many of the issues we grappled with 10,
15 years ago are still the issues most important to
the people of Virginia. I thought that, by manag
ing the taxpayers' money well, we could leave the
state in such a strong position that issues of tax
ing and spending could at least be postponed for
a couple of years to come. We were being praised
on magazine  covers  and with  the  credit  rating
boards, while every other state was scrambling to
raise taxes or slash spending to keep afloat.  I
thought, well, boy, this will buy us some time.

Well, it bought us a little bit of time but pol
itics always intrudes and sooner or later Virginia
will need some persons willing and able to step
in and make the kinds of hard choices and take
the political heat for doing so. It's what you seek
for the job for. Somebody says, well, you know,
they are unpopular decisions. You never have to
run for governor. You never have to do it.  And
that's a job that you don't have to stay in. You
could quit it any day you want.

In a true democracy, issues never go away.
Attention may wane. Bills will come and go, but
the problems that people face in their everyday
lives can't be solved in one fell swoop. Being an
effective  governor  is  about  using  the  time you
have to do what you can to keep up the pressure.
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Make sure people don't lose sight of things that
need to be done, and if you're lucky, you make
some progress and pass on the torch to someone
else who cares enough to keep trying. If you fail,
you hope that  some day someone remembers
your efforts and gives it another shot.

But make no mistake, no problems just go
away. The great progress all of us have witnessed
in our lifetimes in science, technology, the law,
human rights - all  came as a result  of dogged
determination, with a belief that day-by-day we
can and must make the world a better place.

That brings me to the subject: my elections
in  1985  and  1989  to  the  offices  of  lieutenant
governor and governor of Virginia. In that time,
there was belief among some, a belief I did not
share,  that  my  election  was  a  signpost  of
inevitable  progress  in  the  United  States.
Inevitable.  Yeah,  Wilder  got  elected.  It  was
inevitable - it was merely a matter of time before
an African American was elected governor in a
state and that I was the one who was able to get
there first. All  that's true. But I call  this the Mt.
Everest theory of politics, that every obstacle on
earth  will  eventually  be  surmounted  and  all  it
takes is one person to reach the summit before
everyone is able to hire the best Sherpas and
reach the peak on their own. Well, those Sherpas
are still around, as you know, and they keep try
ing  to  sell  their  packaged  tours  of  Everest  to
every African American politician who wishes to
reach the summit  -  but  somehow they always
seem to fall  short.  Most  of  them call  me.  The
only things they wanted to know from me was,
"give  me  your  list  of  contributors."  That  was
pretty much it. Does that mean that I am some
sort of miraculous superman who achieved victo
ries  that  no  one else  could  possibly  imagine?
Absolutely not.

What happened in Virginia in 1985 and in
1989 was the confluence of many events. For it to
happen again here or in another state there will
need to be another confluence. In some ways it
will be easier for the next victorious candidate; in
some ways it will be harder.

A Confluence of Events
To begin with, I  firmly believe that I  would

never have had a chance to win in 1989 without
the victory in 1985. The Virginia people needed
to know that I could be a good lieutenant gover
nor,  and,  more importantly,  that  I  could  reflect
their  values  before  they  would  give  me  the
chance to be the governor. The greatest advan
tage that I had in my two statewide elections was

the fact that I am, and always [will] be, Virginian
through and through. Truth is, my aspirations in
life  were  no  different  from  any  Virginian's.  I
wanted success for me and my family. I wanted to
be able to enjoy all the best, and as the doors are
opening, to stick a doorjamb in the way. My goal
wasn't  to be revolutionary,  to preach to people
that their values were wrong or that they should
do things out  of  guilt  or  the goodness of  their
heart. All I asked for myself, and for everybody,
is that anyone with ability and perseverance got a
chance to walk through that door.

When I said in my inauguration speech that
I was a son of Virginia, I meant it.  My election
was a supreme affirmation of Virginia values. It
signaled that the good life of that man on the hill
who  built  this  University  [of  Virginia]  could  be
shared by all men, even if his deeds never lived up
to his words. There's a grave problem in American
politics today that goes well beyond the fate of
African Americans seeking the highest offices in
the land. We've lost touch with what it means to
seek a mandate of the people and to govern with
the consent of the governed. You can't just pretend
to think and feel and act like the people, the peo
ple that you serve. You need to embody the values
of the people that you wish to represent.

What I say here about preparation and tim
ing as being essential may be at odds with what
some  in  the  academic  world  of  African
American political science professors said shortly
after  my election.  This  is  the first  quote:  "One
should not look at Doug Wilder necessarily as a
black politician because he did not run as a black
politician."  Now, that  part  is  absolutely  correct.
That part is true. Then he says, "blacks will be
the last group to benefit from him being gover
nor."  I  said,  "we  will  let  the  record  speak  for
itself." Another said, and again I quote, "Wilder's
election represents not a growth in black politics
but  a  degeneration  in  black  political  develop
ment."  Well  I  don't  know what  his  model  is  or
was; all I can say is to the two African Americans
running for president today, watch your back. A
third said, "I don't think that Wilder has any alle
giance to any kind of black collective action."

Now, mind you, all of these things were said
by these so-called "brothers" without a single one
of  them ever calling me or  making any inquiry
relative to my agenda or commitments to any
thing.  They had already made up their  minds.
Why? They were not involved in my campaign.
Why? Because of what I'd previously said. I did
not need them to come to Virginia to tell people
about  me.  People  in  Virginia  needed to  make
that assessment and judgment for themselves.

'An  affirmation
of  Virginia

values"
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I once had a delegation of African American
leaders coming to see me when I was governor,
shortly after I'd been elected, maybe six months
or  so,  and  the  NAACP  always  being  among
them.  And  they  called  to  inquire  of  me  about
African Americans being appointed to positions
of  influence,  and  what  followed  was  the  most
astonishing revelation that they were not aware
of the fact  that  many of  the persons who had
been appointed were in fact African Americans.
I think this is partially so because none, and I
repeat,  none of  the people I'd  appointed were
ever appointed for the fact that they were other
than  competent,  qualified  individuals,  many  of
whom came into government service during my
administration at pay levels way beneath what
they were commanding in the private sector. The
governor  of  Virginia  has  the  power  to  appoint
most  agency  heads,  some  judges,  and  more
than 3,000 persons to staggered terms in sev
eral  hundred  policy-making  or  advisory
boards...Needless  to  say,  this  allows  Virginia
governors  the  opportunity  to  influence  the
course of state government well after their term
is over, and we made a concerted effort to open
the  doors  of  government  to  both  minorities
and women.

My administration was the first to name two
African  Americans  to  the  cabinet,  though  my
cabinet was smaller than subsequently became
the case. There were three women in my cabinet
at  that  time,  making  it  the  largest  number  of
women in any state government cabinet in the
entire  country,  at  that  time.  Now,  750  African
Americans  were  appointed  to  state  boards.  I
think that  computes to  over  25 percent  of  the
persons  appointed  to  boards  were  African

American. Over 1,000 women were appointed to
these various boards and commissions.

In the end, what the critics say doesn't make
a  lick  of  difference.  Yes,  there  will  be  another
African  American  governor  right  here  in
Virginia,  and there will  be an African American
president of the United States. It  could happen
earlier  than we would imagine.  But  if  qualified,
able  men or  women sit  back  and  wait  for  the
party leaders and the pundits and the so-called
self-appointed  gurus  to  hand  them  the  prize,
they will never ever receive it, and that's because
it's not a prize. It's a job.

Public service, I like to think, is the rent we
pay for our room here on earth. It's something
that you earn, you fight for it and you want and
you never arrive at success. You work at it. I never
meet successful people. I meet people who work
at success. I learn all the time.

There are some who preach different ways
to  arrive.  Mine  is  very  simple.  Hard  work  and
perseverance. I came from humble bearings and
I still like to believe that that helped me so much
to understand that you can be a part of, and learn
from so doing. To the extent that we make it and
make it possible for others, we can.

Stand up for your beliefs. Don't be afraid of
criticism.  Don't  be  afraid  of  scorn.  Take  it
because it's a part. It's a part of the development,
the total development of the democratic system
that we all love.

Mr.  Wilder  was  lieutenant  governor  of
Virginia, 1986-90 and governor of Virginia, 1990-
04. This is an excerpt of his remarks at the 2003
Virginia Governors Conference, sponsored by the
Center for Politics and the Weldon Cooper Center for
Public Service at the University of Virginia.
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