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One thing emerged clearly from John Kerry’s recent fundraising gig with rock star Moby at Boston’s Park Plaza Hotel: John Kerry is no Moby.  For one thing, John Kerry is much taller than Moby.  Perhaps twice as tall, in fact.  But this is nothing new for Kerry.  At 6’4” Kerry is far taller than most people, including both Howard Dean, the current Democratic front-runner, and George W. Bush, the man Kerry hopes to unseat come a year from November.  For another thing, Kerry has far more hair than Moby.  Again, nothing new for the three term Senator.  Moby may be easy to beat in this department—he’s basically bald—but Kerry, who purportedly combs his voluminous wavy hair with a metal tooth comb, undoubtedly has the leading coiffure among the current Democratic nine, with the possible exception of the Reverend Al Sharpton.


More importantly, Kerry is no match for Moby on the guitar.  The fundraiser announcement may have billed the event as “John Kerry Unplugged,” and invited guests to “join John Kerry live for an acoustic guitar performance,” but the occasion neither showcased Kerry nor featured a single acoustic guitar.  This may have been for the best.  The show started with Boston rock/ska band Popgun 7, whose front man spends his days working in Kerry’s Senate office, performing a handful of decent songs before bringing Moby up to the stage.  Moby, for his part, rocked.  Performing with two “friends” he brought along and a couple of Popgun 7 holdovers, Moby’s improvised “really bad wedding band” belted out four top notch cover songs, including Guns ‘N Roses’ “Sweet Child o’ Mine,” The Cars’ “My Best Friend’s Girl,” and Aerosmith’s perennial Boston favorite, “Walk This Way.”  If it weren’t for the giant American flag hanging behind the stage, it might almost have been possible to forget that this was a political rally rather than a rock show (or at least a bad wedding).

Kerry, for his part, did not quite rock.  He instead strummed a few chords on an electric guitar along with Popgun 7 during their cover of Bruce Springsteen’s classic tune, “Tenth Avenue Freeze Out.”  Throughout the song, Kerry seemed hesitant about what chords he was supposed to play and when, and he kept looking over at his aide for what seemed like prompts.  When the song was mercifully finished, Kerry looked relieved, and, after announcing that “if I didn’t have to run for President of the United States, I would rock all night,” left the stage to “hang out” and shake some hands with the smartly dressed and well heeled mostly young audience members, each of whom forked out at least $75 to attend the event.  

Of course, Kerry is running for President, not the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, and he spent most of his short time on stage giving the current version of his stump speech.  He criticized George W. Bush’s policies on church-state relations, veterans affairs, military operations, and the environment.  He got perhaps his biggest cheer when he explained that Bush’s so-called diversity policy was appointing various energy industry leaders to different offices throughout the government.  Although the bit about fighting wars “not because we want to but because we have to” may be getting a tad tired, for the most part Kerry was energetic, forceful, and right on target.

By picking up the ol’ axe, and “performing” in public with a bona fide rock star, it would seem that Kerry is trying to take a page from Bill Clinton’s saxophone-tooting playbook.  One wonders, however, whether choosing Moby was a keen political move.  Yes, Moby has worked to protect the environment and generally shares Kerry’s liberal vision, but is he the kind of star that can help Kerry capture the all-important swing voters?  He is, after all, the same Moby who rap superstar Eminem urged in a hit song to “blow me” and who was punched in the face after a show last year outside a Boston night club (Moby did mention during his set that he liked the people of Boston “except for the fucking assholes who beat me up last year.”).  New York City’s Moby is unlikely to help Kerry shed his northeastern liberal intellectual image that many feel is dangerously holding him back.

For the people in the audience, however, the event was surely a success.  Yes, it might have been nice if Kerry played a few more songs, or even demonstrated that he actually can play the guitar.  But it is not often that one gets to see a political heavyweight share the stage with a rock star in such a small forum.  And as for Kerry’s political message, the people who were in attendance already agree with it.  The question, as summer turns to fall, is whether Kerry and his superstar friends can spread the message beyond the confines of Boston.
