
80 ARKANSAS LIFE   www.arkansaslife.com

I just don’t get the Bill Clinton mystique.
I feel a minority in this. From the earliest days of his political career, there 

have been precious few agnostics on the subject. He had always been a love-
him-or-hate-him guy in his home state, and his defenders were as fervent 
as his detractors.

In the long run, the Clinton lovers got the last laugh on the Clinton haters, 
though the opposition did their best to discredit him through and beyond his 
presidency. In these latter days, though, he’s largely accepted as a white-haired 
elder statesman whom only the most dedicated critics still deride.

But what about the legendary Friends of Bill? Did they have more staying 
power?

That was the crowd that showed up outside 
the Old State House at the start of October 
to mark the 20th anniversary of the kickoff 
of Clinton’s presidential campaign.  And if it 
was supposed to capture the energy, passion, 
and pageantry of the original event … well, I 
suppose that’s in the eye of the beholder. What 
I beheld was a little underwhelming.

To judge by the proliferation of old 
Clinton/Gore campaign signs and “I Miss 
Bill” T-shirts, the ex-president does still enjoy 
Most Favored Native status among many of his 
fellow Arkansawyers. But looking around the 
intersection of Markham and Center streets, 
the turnout seemed to me a little meager. 
The day after, estimates of crowd size ran all 
the way up to 5,000 people  — doubtless the 
highest concentration of liberals in any one 
spot in Arkansas on that day, but it seemed  
lackluster to me.

In fact, shortly before the celebrity 
introductions began, organizers removed the 
barriers between the front-row VIP zone and 
the rest of the crowd. An egalitarian gesture? 
Perhaps.  But I can’t help thinking it was so 
the cameras wouldn’t show a conspicuously 
underpopulated area directly before the 
podium.

Who knows? Maybe ol’ Bill could still win his home state in an election. 
But I’m not sure. Even when he was governor, the Democrats of Arkansas 
were more center than left. And over the past two decades, that crowd — like 
state politics in general — has grown noticeably more conservative. If on a 
perfect autumn Saturday he can only draw a few thousand people to celebrate 
his landmark presidential announcement, perhaps the blush is off that rose.

And perhaps not.
His speech didn’t just recount the glory days (and ignore the controversies) 

of his administration. While he never quite went off-message, he did 
occasionally go off-script. The crowd gobbled it up, especially when he 

skewered Washington Republicans for their ceaseless branding of government 
as the problem instead of part of the solution. The old dog still has some bite 
in him.

Then, once he’d wrapped up the rapt audience with a stirring finish, he 
did what he does best: He abandoned the podium in favor of the asphalt, 
planted his feet on the street that just a few blocks away bears his own name, 
and reached out to his people.

Clinton did a full lap of the barricade. He shook every hand, hugged every 
neck, autographed every ticket or photo or campaign sign, and posed for every 
camera. He chatted and he laughed and he waved to those who couldn’t get 

close enough for him to reach — and just 
about everybody tried to get within reach. 
One can still see why he’s the undisputed 
grand champion of meeting people, the 
greatest campaigner this nation (and by 
extension, the world) has ever seen.

His fans filled in gaps along the barricade 
even when he was on the far side and slowly 
making his way back to the gate where he 
first entered. As Clinton progressed, one 
of his handlers was quietly but insistently 
whispering in his ear, a hand on his elbow, 
clearly urging him on to the next obligation. 
But hope springs eternal for the Friends of 
Bill. You could almost hear them thinking, 
“He’ll keep going. He’ll make another lap. 
He’ll shake my hand, and I’ll get my picture 
taken with him, and then I can tell the 
grandkids about the day I met President 
Clinton!”

Not this day, though. He nipped through 
the gate and onto the Old State House lawn, 
paused to greet some school kids, a few more 
old friends, but inexorably made his way 
back inside the state’s historic first Capitol.

Twenty years ago in that spot, Bill Clinton 
became a candidate for the presidency. 
But a year before that, he was just another 
governor seeking re-election, and I was a 

green reporter with a Pentax K1000 camera and an assignment to catch him 
on the campaign trail. Among the shots I snapped that day was one that shows 
a halo of light streaming through his still-dark hair, scattering sunbeams 
across his face — a photo useless for the newspaper, but a personal favorite 
of mine ever since. I jokingly called it Clinton Deus, an irreverent jab at his 
cult-like following.

More than two decades later, I pull out that photo and wonder at the 
adoration this man still elicits in his admirers. It may not be worship, but 
they certainly still see the halo.

Eric Francis lives in North Little Rock.
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the author snapped this photo of the future president on the 
gubernatorial campaign trail. 


