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Outside the GOP convention’s steel
fence, alively intersection attracts a

diverse set of voices

Quiet compared to previous conventions, activists clamber to make an impact beyond the perimeter.
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ILWAUKEE—Outside the 9-foot steel fencing that snakes

around downtown where the Republicans are holding

their nominating convention this week, the streets and
public spaces have largely been devoid of raucous protests or tense

standoffs with law enforcement.

That could change Thursday when Trump takes the stage to accept the
GOP nomination, though longtime veterans of previous political
conventions said Wednesday that things have been subdued compared

to past ones.

“I would say, in all the ones I've been to, it’s just like the most benign,”
said Jodie Evans, co-founder of the group Code Pink, known for its
audacious displays of aggressive activism. “It’s like everybody’s on

some kind of drug.”

No one mentioned the shocking attempt on Trump's life at a
Pennsylvania rally Saturday. But the failed assassination might have
contributed to a subdued atmosphere and tighter security permeating

the convention space.

Amid an otherwise quiet scene on the public side of the Republican
convention’s perimeter, beyond the magnetometers and phalanx of
Secret Service personnel and police officers trucked in from
neighboring states, one intersection attracted an assortment of
activists, street preachers, and pranksters looking for face time with

attendees.
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The intersection of Martin Luther King and West Highland Avenue—
just a few hundred yards from the Fiserv Forum—played host to the
slice of political life where participants don’t have access passes or a
packed schedule of cable TV hits.

On a corner of the intersection butting up against one of the busier
entrances to the inner Republican National Convention perimeter,
Ryan Owen of Osseo, Wisconsin, played his acoustic guitar through an
amplifier as he sang gospel songs to the long line of attendees waiting

to get through security.

Owen, a 38-year-old roofer whose long beard was streaked with gray,
drove in just the day before with a group of other evangelicals looking

to minister to GOP insiders and staff alike.

“We kind of aimed towards any of the staff members that were along
the way and the police members and firefighters, and ministered to
them and prayed over them,” Owen said, adding that he and his group
had already preached their faith to some 200 people.
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GOP delegates prepare for a convention like no
other

Less than 48 hours after an assassination attempt, Trump touches
down in Milwaukee to an anxious, energized base.
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Across the street, on the other corner next to the security line, Bob
Kunst sat in a lawn chair, a large poster proclaiming “America Advances
with Trump, Vance.” Kunst, an 82-year-old from Miami Beach, Florida,
has spent a lot of time at the edges of political conventions dating as far

back as 1964.

But Kunst is not a Republican. He’s a disaffected Democrat who has
broken with President Biden over his handling of the war in Gaza and
over immigration, finding an ideological home with Trump, if not the
GOP.

“I'm here for Trump,” Kunst said. “I'm not here for the Republican
Party.”

Kunst said “country club” Republicans simply weren’t as tough as the
former president, and that they needed to “find a spine and a pair,”

recalling Trump’s reaction to his attempted assassination Saturday at

the hands of a 20-year-old gunman.

“He’s bleeding from his ear, and his face and his fist is up, and he’s
surrounded by Secret Service and the American flag, and he’s still
screaming, ‘Fight back.” That is not this group,” he said, pointing to

Republicans in the Fiserv Forum.

Kunst also noticed the subdued atmosphere outside the convention,
compared to past ones he attended. Kunst said he plans on setting up
outside the Democratic National Convention in Chicago next month.
He didn’t go to the Democratic convention there in 1968, which saw
significant street violence over the Vietnam war. Unlike with

Milwaukee, Kunst said he harbors some apprehension about the trip.

“I'm actually leery of going to Chicago this time,” he said. “My friends
are telling me, 'Don’t go; it’s going to be very violent; all the crazies are

there."”
There were minor spasms of unrest.

On Monday, the first full day of the convention, several hundred sign-
waving, left-leaning protesters chanted their displeasure with Trump
and the GOP as they marched on Water Street to Red Arrow Park

several blocks west of where the convention took place.

They were championing a bevy of progressive causes: opposition to
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aggressive immigration policies that separated families, the war in
Gaza, LBGTQ rights, an end to police brutality, and efforts to combat
climate change. A string of mobile billboards was parked nearby, all
brandishing the same anti-Trump message: "Dictator on day one."
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In his 18 months in the Senate, the VP nominee has shown a
readiness unusual among Republicans to target big business.
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But, largely, for the first three days of the convention the progressive
presence was small. Evans of Code Pink, who has attended or visited
political conventions since 1976, said her group had about 50 people at

the convention drawn from all parts of the country.

They’re there to protest for peace, she said, advocating for the U.S. to
stop sending weapons to Ukraine and Israel, and to “stop creating an

enemy out of China."

“They’re not our enemy. We need to cooperate with them,” said Evans,
who was wearing her Code Pink T-shirt beneath a wide-brimmed pink

sun hat.

Their first day on Tuesday was rough, she said. A portion of her group
protested at a line outside of the perimeter that hosted Arkansas Gov.
Sarah Huckabee Sanders. A Code Pink protester engaged in a minor
physical altercation with Rep. Derrick Van Orden of Wisconsin. He said
she pushed him, but the protester said he pushed her. Law
enforcement officials arrested the woman, who spent 15 hours in jail

before being released without charges, Evans said.

“The Secret Service and Homeland Security told her it wouldn’t be a
good idea to come here [again] because if they saw her they would
arrest her,” said Evans, who was removed from the 2004 RNC for

disrupting President George W. Bush’s acceptance speech.

On Wednesday, Reps. Rich McCormick of Georgia and Beth Van Duyne
of Texas were walking together down MLK, which is streaked with bars
and restaurants as it passes the Fiserv Forum. As they passed the
intersection with Highland Avenue, Code Pink descended on the pair.
McCormick engaged the small group, who questioned the lawmaker

about his support for Israel and opposition to China.
“You always want to justify the bad guys,” McCormick told them.

Other activists staking out the intersection had issues that hit much

closer to home.
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In his acceptance speech, Trump has a chance to
shed the darkness of his previous addresses

“Things change when you get shot in the face,” said his son Donald
Jr.

GEORGE E. CONDON JR.

Kim Durkee, a registered nurse from New York, came to Milwaukee as
part of Trail of Truth, a group that advocates for awareness of
substance-abuse issues. Durkee wants increased transparency and
oversight of the multibillion-dollar opioid settlement fund won by
states and local governments as part of a judgment in 2021 against drug

makers.

“I have two daughters that have substance-abuse disorders, and it’s just
a horrible thing that I wouldn’t want anybody else to go through,” she

said.

Durkee’s group, though, didn’t start at a lively intersection. There are
two designated free speech zones for the convention, small parks at

opposite ends of the perimeter. When her group got to one of those
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parks—the Zeidler Union Square—it was a ghost town blocks away from

any convention activity.

“It’s been kind of on the quiet side, so we're just trying to get the word

out, and they stuck us over there in that field,” Durkee said.
Not all attendees were serious.

Holding a video camera perched on a stick, Michael Picard, who also
goes by his YouTube persona “Professional Douche,” harangued
Trump-aligned demonstrators, including Kunst.

“Everybody pay attention to this guy,” Picard said of Kunst through his
bullhorn.

1]

Ledyard King contributed to this article.
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