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MILWAUKEE -- Sue Bechtel is Sen. John Kerry's kind of woman. The problem is, 

President Bush wants her, too.

And Bechtel, a 42-year-old mother of two who lives in Wauwatosa, could keep 

both men guessing about her political affections right up until Election Day.

Non-ideological, independent and persuadable, Bechtel says she finds things to 

like and dislike about both presidential candidates. Bechtel says she'll vote for the 

candidate who will best keep her family safe, and on that count, she still can't 

decide. 

"I'm reading the 9/11 report right now, and I think everybody should read it," she 

said while watching her daughter's soccer game. "I bought it at Pick'n Save."

In the final three weeks of the race, the Kerry and Bush campaigns will fiercely 

court the Sue Bechtels of Wisconsin and New Hampshire, Ohio and Pennsylvania, 

Florida and Iowa. Historically, women vote in slightly greater numbers than men, 

and in this tight contest, they could make the difference, especially in battleground 

states.



According to Democratic pollster Celinda Lake, 59 percent of Wisconsin's 

undecided voters are women. Lake said feelings about the security issue and who 

will better handle it will drive many of those voters' decisions on Nov. 2.

"It's kind of a prism through which women derive other conclusions about 

leadership and character," she said.

Many of these women voters, known this election season as "security moms," seem 

most motivated by the issues of the day rather than allegiance to a fixed political 

agenda, whether it is education, the economy, health care or social issues.

Fueled by fear of a terrorist attack and worries about Iraq, many of these women 

appear most concerned about the safety of their families. And they are far from 

certain about which candidate is better up to the task.

Dissatisfaction with both

The ones who might have supported Kerry because they share his views on social 

issues such as abortion rights say they are now considering Bush because they see 

him as a steely, resolute leader. Likewise, others who would have backed the 

president are dissatisfied with how he has handled the war and are giving Kerry a 

closer look.

In Wisconsin, which Democrat Al Gore won in 2000 by 5,708 votes out of more 

than 2.5 million cast, both campaigns are aiming at women voters. With traditions 

that run from Robert LaFollette Sr. to Sen. Joseph McCarthy, with a lot of middle-

of-the-roaders in between, Wisconsin defies easy description.



The Bush team has sent some of its most valuable female campaigners to the state 

during the last few months, including First Lady Laura Bush, who visited twice in 

September, the Bush twins and Liz Cheney, the vice president's daughter. The 

campaign also is running an ad aimed at mothers that criticizes Kerry for voting to 

raise taxes.

Meanwhile, the Kerry campaign's national effort to get women to the polls, called 

Take Five, is being pushed intensely in Wisconsin. The program's goal is for every 

registered female voter to bring five new female voters to the polls.

"If we don't win women, I don't think we win this election," said George Twigg, 

Wisconsin communications director for the Kerry campaign.

Under a cloudless sky last weekend, Bechtel was one of hundreds of Milwaukee-

area moms to prop open a folding chair and take a seat along the sidelines at a 

youth soccer tournament sponsored by the Milwaukee Kickers Soccer Club. Moms 

and dads ate popcorn and pretzels as their children competed on 20 fields at 

Uihlein Soccer Park.

Bechtel lives in Wauwatosa, a Republican-leaning Milwaukee suburb. She's an 

independent sales representative. Her husband is a computer programmer.

Bechtel has watched the two presidential debates so far and the vice presidential 

debate, and she's still torn.



Torn because she believes Bush has blown it big time in Iraq. Torn because a 

family friend lost her brother there. Torn because she supports abortion rights and 

stem cell research, but doesn't like Kerry, whom she views as too elitist, too "silver 

spoon" for her taste.

Hers is not a lonely caucus of indecision.

Joelle Kitzinger-Porter, 43, is well aware of the value of her vote. But while she 

watched daughter Kyra, 9, play for the Germantown Tootsies on Saturday, 

Kitzinger-Porter said she was not pleased with her choices. She is undecided but 

leaning toward supporting Bush.

Though a registered independent who voted for Democrats in the last three 

elections, she had few kind words for Kerry. He has a lot of plans but offers few 

specifics about them, she said, adding that he's "wishy-washy" and "a bleeding-

heart liberal." She likes that Kerry is for abortion rights and supports stem cell 

research, but she said social issues aren't guiding her decision this year.

"I think a lot of that isn't going to matter if the whole terrorism matter isn't put to 

rest, and I think we have a better chance of that with Bush, not Kerry," said 

Kitzinger-Porter, a former volunteer coordinator for a children's museum.

Nancy Merritt, a Germantown computer consultant and mother of two, said she's 

having a hard time making up her mind. Merritt, who voted for Bush in 2000 and 

Bill Clinton in 1992 and 1996, says she believes Kerry changes his mind a lot.



With one eye on her daughter Jennifer's soccer game she said: "I don't always 

agree with Bush, but at least I know where he stands."

Anna McKissick, a Milwaukee mother of two, said she, too, is having a tough time 

making a decision. Her values could put her safely in either camp. She supports 

abortion rights. She's also a devout Christian who attends church weekly. She likes 

Kerry's position on abortion and the fact that Bush openly discusses his faith.

Ultimately though, McKissick is troubled by rumors about a reinstatement of the 

draft. In addition to being mom to daughters Brittany and Brianna, she's also an 

aunt, and her teenage nieces and nephews could soon be eligible to fight.

"They're looking forward to going to college, not signing up to fight a war," 

McKissick said.

Though Bush and Kerry are in agreement in voicing opposition to compulsory 

military service, McKissick said the draft rumors have made her think seriously 

about voting for Kerry.

As her daughters took turns sitting in her lap, McKissick said Kerry performed 

well in the first debate, exhibiting a firm handle on foreign affairs. She also likes 

that he, unlike Bush, has fought in a war.

"It's like why are we there?" McKissick said about Iraq, leaning forward in her 

chair, her voice rising. "I'm asking myself, why are we still over there? It's getting 

worse every day."



Tight race in Wisconsin

A recent Gallup Poll indicates that the contest in Wisconsin is close. Though Kerry 

trailed Bush 52 percent to 44 percent among likely voters in early September, he 

rallied after his performance in the first debate, narrowing the race to a 3 

percentage point spread, according to the Oct. 3-5 poll.

But over the last few months, Wisconsin's men have consistently favored Bush by 

larger margins than the state's women have supported Kerry. Gallup's most recent 

state survey shows that gap has narrowed, but Bush is doing better with Wisconsin 

men than Kerry is doing with women.

Over the last 20 years, the national female gender gap has strongly favored the 

Democrats with men overwhelmingly leaning Republican, said Karen Kaufmann, a 

University of Maryland government professor. But this election cycle, Kerry hasn't 

effectively capitalized on that advantage, she said, squandering his first very public 

general election moment with appeals to the men, who have lined up with Bush.

"I think John Kerry did an abysmal job at the Democratic convention of appealing 

to his female base," she said. "From what I can tell, he was doing a four-day 

Vietnam retrospective."

Many moms at Uihlein Park had already made up their minds and were not torn by 

concerns about terrorism or the war. However, there was by no means an obvious 

preference among those surveyed in the largely middle- and upper-middle class 

crowd.



Still, it's clear that the Republicans in particular are making a very open push for 

the support of suburban mothers, challenging them to view security as the most 

important issue this election season and Bush as the only candidate able to handle 

the job. Liz Cheney, is among those making a direct plea for those votes.

"You know, I'm a security mom. I've got four little kids," she said on CNN last 

weekend. "And what I care about in this election cycle is electing a guy who is 

going to be commander in chief, who will do whatever it takes to keep those kids 

safe."

And for Bechtel, that line is working. Despite her feeling that the war in Iraq was 

unnecessary and that the president has botched the effort, she is starting to believe 

that Bush is the stronger leader, the one who can keep her children and community 

safe.

"I think he wakes up in the morning and that's his mission, to get the bad guys," 

she said.


