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Benavides – Yes We Can! 
 

To understand the triumph of electing a Xicano mayor in Lansing, Michigan, it is 

necessary to understand an outline of the last 15 years of local history. Xicanos have been living 

in the Lansing and East Lansing area since the 1930 but until recently, within the last two 

decades, haven’t reached a significant proportion to make an impact politically except within 

the confines of their own community and on a grassroots level. Although Xicanos are now a 

solid 10 percent of the population of Lansing they were able in concert with progressive 

elements within the black community and the progressive white community to build a political 

coalition to elect the first minority specifically Xicano mayor of Lansing.  

 The political story of the first Xicano mayor of Lansing begins in the 1960s with the 

creation of the Cristo Rey Community Center by community church activists and continues with 

another generation of community activists raised in the Lansing area who began to explore and 

expand their own power base during the first part of the 1990s through the millennium. Many 

of these young activistas came from the neighborhoods in Lansing and went through the 

community college route and on to Michigan State University where they formed their initial 

collective through Movimiento Estudiantil Xicano de Aztlan and solidified their relationships in 

the form of the Xicano Development Center founded in the barrio of Southwest Detroit that 

would ultimately be responsible for the inner core, structure and philosophy of the Benavides 

campaign on the grassroots and volunteer level.  

 The personal history of Mayor Tony Benavides certainly provides lessons for our 
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community in terms of developing as a leader within the system. The paper deals not with our 

own conceptions of acculturation and assimilation but with the attitudes and perceptions the 

greater white society as it is challenged to confront the idea that leaders are not always white; 

even when that person or color is known commodity with a proven track record of working 

hard within and supporting the status quo.  

 “Furthermore, since whites control the private sector, white political actors, especially 

the ‘power elites’ feel little threat from black led reform coalition when it has clearly articulated 

an agenda that stays within the bounds of liberal democracy. In fact, such a coalition faces the 

danger of cooptation by the ‘power elite’ within the private sector (Browning et al. 1984 pp. 46-

74) (Racial politics in American Cities, Starks and Preston “Harold Washington and the politics of 

reform in Chicago: 1983-1987. Chapter 5, 88-107.) 

The extent to which the white power structure reacted negatively to Benavides 

candidacy is astounding. For all intents and purposes Benavides himself, although proud of his 

Mexican heritage, is very acculturated into American society. In many ways he is a poster child 

for the American Dream. We have to ask ourselves as we read, what is to fear? Benavides 

certainly does not espouse any sort of revolutionary doctrine, nor could you in any way 

consider him a radical or a non-conformist. He is a man unwilling to negate the fact he is an 

immigrant and Mexican and yet has remained remarkably successful in the white arena, in 

many ways like the student that eventually surpasses the master. The issues that began to 

resolve itself last year was not about Tony Benavides, it was about the fears of every dwindling 
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group of whites within a city they perceived as getting darker every day. 

 Electing the first non-white personage to anything is often a monumental battle. Many 

times, grassroots activists are called upon to activate a more extensive network of people 

throughout the community on behalf of the candidate. There is also an unmistakable sense of 

history involved in each of these moments and the impact of the right person at the fight time 

cannot be overlooked. Movements that form around ideas and concepts, like electing the first 

minority in this case to be mayor of Lansing, often allow individuals to become the embodiment 

of the dreams and aspirations of an entire group of people. Allowing that politics have been 

used to describe the effort levels needed to break the glass ceiling for minorities seeking higher 

office. Activists involved in the Harold Washington campaign in Chicago also brought a sense of 

“movement politics” to that campaign.  

 The response of Xicano activists in Lansing during the Benavides campaign was similar to 

the response of Blacks in Chicago during the 1983 election for Mayor Harold Washington who 

became the first Black mayor of Chicago. The main drivers behind the campaign began to move 

the effort form the political campaign to that of crusade. Washington took on the status of folk 

hero as he became the embodiment of the Black struggle in Chicago. Consider the parallels 

between the Washington and Benavides campaign. 

 Both men were long time politicians. They had spent a lifetime in public service and 

were all intents political insiders. Washington was well known at the time for spearheading the 

first Martin Luther King, Jr., birthday legislation and other laws benefiting the poor and black 
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communities of Chicago. Benavides reputation as a social servant in the mid-Michigan area is 

unparalleled. He spent 30 years of his life building a multi-million-dollar human services agency 

that provides services ranging from a full-service family clinic, food bank services, handicapped 

and senior citizen assistance.  

 In his first attempt Washington, who carried almost 100 percent of the black vote and a 

sizable portion of the white liberal vote actually won his first election by the margin of Latino 

voters. This was the first time in Chicago politics that this type of coalition had been achieved. It 

has been noted as a ground-breaking experience in race relations across the country.  

 It is also important to state that Latino’s in Chicago, although voting for Washington 

almost as a block we’re not key players in his campaign, nor did they play a big role in city hall 

after the election. In fact, Chicago Latinos were able to create a political space for themselves 

by forcing Washington to create a committee on Latino affairs. Both Benavides and Washington 

had a commitment to opening participation in government to all people.  

 Shortly after announcing he would seek office as the elected mayor of Lansing 

Benavides found himself abandoned by the white power structure and surrounded by political 

bureaucrats who had been appointed by the previous mayor. He also lacked the one resource a 

city councilman of 20 plus years should have had built, a political machine that could carry a 

citywide campaign.  

 Linda Sanchez was the chief of staff for Mayor Benavides when he took office in January 

of 2003. She worked for the former mayor David Hollister since January of 1994 when he first 
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took office. During the Hollister administration Sanchez acted as a special assistant in the areas 

of youth, family and education. She developed relationships between the mayor’s office and 

community nonprofits and other types of social agencies.  

Sanchez said this lack of preparation to move to higher political office has been a 

stumbling block for minorities looking to break into politics.  

 “Knowing the mayor as I know him, and he is also my Uncle – although he has been in 

politics for years as city councilman prior to being mayor and always involved in the community 

I am not really sure he looks at himself as a career politician. I think he looks at himself as a 

people person wanting to help and I think that had a lot to do even when he ran for his ward, 

eh ad the same campaign manager working the same way working the streets himself I mean 

he didn’t a have a lot of people knocking on doors and rallying behind him that was just him. So, 

when it was time for him to run for Mayor I don't know - I don’t want to say he didn't 

understand it because that's wrong-but the magnitude was different." 

In the beginning of his election bid, Benavides was heavily supported by Mark 

Latterman, a Lansing lawyer who serves as a lobbying agent to the City Council for several 

large business interests in the Downtown area, to the extent campaign meetings were held at 

his office and Latterman later attending meetings at the Benavides headquarters. In 

conversations with Campaign Coordinator Kathy Dunbar before her resignation she talked 

pointedly about her role with the campaign and Latterman's office. She said she had been 

brought on board as a favor to Carol Wood an at large city council woman who has had many 
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dealings with Latterman. 

Dunbar also spoke of the hard feelings she had toward Sanchez whom she felt had 

blocked her from being hired by the mayor's office in favor of Debbie De Leon, who was also 

an Ingham County Commissioner. Dunbar said the campaign job was a consolation effort on 

the part of Carol Wood and Mark Latterman talking with Benavides. 

Dunbar's resignation from the campaign came shortly after internal discussion 

between Latterman and the Mayor where it became clear Benavides was not in favor of 

Latterman's positions. Campaign manager Scott Hughes' was the first to resign. Hughes had 

run Benavides previous city council runs, each a very close victory for Benavides. 

Tim Russ, who later became campaign coordinator for Benavides describes his early 

interactions with Hughes and Dunbar. 

"(Hughes) got a lot of criticism from others in the periphery of the campaign and I 

think as a result of that criticism decided it was time for him to get out from under the 

campaign. Based on what I observed I think there was more to it than that. I think his rash 

reasoning for leaving the campaign were mainly pressures that were being put on him by 

others in the Lansing area who thought Mayor Benavides had already gotten to the point 

where there was no way he could resurrect his campaign especially with the entry of Virg 

Bernero into the campaign. Many of the powerful people within the Democratic Party had 

decided Mayor Benavides didn't have a chance to win the election. I have no evidence that 

this is what occurred but the only way you could explain their rapid departure from the 
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campaign in a very unprofessional manner was that pressure was being put on them from 

people they felt were more powerful and more influential than Mayor Benavides." (Russ, 

Timothy, Personal Interview. March 2004) 

Dunbar's opportunity to act as a spoiler came shortly after the primary with charges 

of racism against the Benavides campaign. She said she had left the campaign as a result of 

Benavides' volunteers spreading rumors State Senator Virgil Bernero, who is white and was 

Benavides opponent in the race, had removed his oldest daughter from the Lansing School 

District because she was dating a young black man. 

The "whisper campaign" story broke September 17, 2003 on the front page of the 

Lansing State Journal under the headline "Charges of Racism Hit Mayor's Campaign." 

Coincidentally that night was also a scheduled spaghetti dinner fundraiser at Cristo Rey 

Church. The first scheduled fundraiser since the August 6 primary win. 

Rumors of racism had been floating around Bernero in the Black and Xicano 

communities for the past two years. Allegations began to center on the Benavides camp after 

the primary because of a letter written by me and published in the July 16, 2003 City Pulse. 

"Virg Bernero is a liar. He may not be racist, but he is telling half-truths about his 

daughter leaving the Lansing School District. How could he tell the whole truth? As a parent of 

a Gardner student and a friend to teachers there, I know Bernero is lying. The people knowing 

the truth may in time come forward and publicly tell what's been shared privately. We've 

come too far in Lansing to let some slick-talking, grab the money and run carpetbagger 
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hoodwink us. In Kyle Melinn's article, Bernero said he would not use his daughter politically. If 

not being in this school district works for them academically, he's said, that's what he'll go 

with. He wants to be mayor? What does it matter as long as he can afford to send his 

daughters to "good" schools? Basically, he's saying the rest of us can go to hell and take our 

illiterate children with us... See the money's like the "rumor'' that Bernero doesn't want his 

daughter dating Blacks. It's not illegal but it says a lot about his character." (Mireles, Ernesto. 

"Diverging from the truth?" The City Pulse. July 16, 2004. 3) 

Prior to this letter the Bernero campaign was shooting in the dark trying to pin this 

rumor on someone. Dale Copedge, chair of the Ingham county Black Democrats was a 

Benavides volunteer and campaign worker for Bernero’s State Senate race against Paul 

DeWeese (R.), recalls a 10 pm home visit late in May of 2003 from a worried Bernero shortly 

after he announced his candidacy and began campaigning. 

"Virg came to my house very agitated. He said he had just been yelled at by three 

people in my neighborhood about his daughters and he wanted me to try and fix the 

situation. I told him I had nothing to do with what was being said and couldn't help him,” said 

Copedge. 

After that, Bernero turned to the press to try and address the situation. In what was the 

first article of a race-gate; Bernero tried to pin the rumor mongering on Mayoral candidate 

Melissa Sue Robinson. "The rumor Robinson is spreading that the decision to send the girls to 

East Lansing and Holt had something to do with race, a boyfriend and jealous female classmates 
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is an outrageous lie,' Bernero, a Democratic state senator said. To drag my children through the 

mud is outlandish and low and to make up stories about them ... I'd just like to get my hands on 

the person who started the lie and have a little chat with them." (Melinn, Kyle. "Bernero seeks 

to put rumor to rest about daughter's schooling. The City Pulse, 2 July 2004. 4) 

A few paragraphs later Melinn writes, "The story isn't new by any stretch. Former 

Rep. Paul DeWeese (R-Williamston) made hay about the Bernero children during the 23rd 

District Senate race last November (2002)." (ibid) 

In fact, this story wasn't new to Melinn or the City Pulse at all. He had mentioned it 

briefly in his opening article after Bernero had announced his candidacy for mayor. 

"(Christine) Timmons brought up the fact that Bernero's children don't attend 

Lansing Public Schools, an issue that will get its share of media and campaign play. But trying 

to connect this issue with race and Bernero's daughter's dating life is of questionable taste." 

(Melinn, Kyle. "In Lansing mayor's race, momentum on Virg's side" The City Pulse. 25 June 

2003. 4) 

Copedge and Woods both confirmed the existence of the 'rumor' during the 

DeWeese and Bernero race and said as a part of a group of black democrats working on 

Bernero’s campaign they had decided to confront him about the rumors. They called a 

meeting and when Bernero arrived he had his oldest daughter with him. 

"We decided to not say anything, we didn't want to embarrass the girl," said 

Copedge. "After that we just let it go. After all he was a Dem(ocrat) running against a 
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Republican." (Copedge, Personal interview, July 2004) 

In a taped interview Copedge expanded on his early stance. 

"It was dismissed so we could make sure our area was represented by a Democrat so 

we all took a strong line and pulled together. I don't think a lot of people in the African 

American community knew about the whisper in the early running. I think it was a piece used 

to close the gap on the point spread (after the August primary) because at the time they were 

first saying Virg had the lead. He paid for some poll work and it came out that Tony    was 

really in the lead and the reason he was out ahead was because there was some hard 

campaigning in Tony's favor." (Copedge, Dale. Personal interview. March 2004) 

The charges against the Benavides campaign came primarily from Benavides ex 

coordinator Kathy Dunbar. In addition to the campaign job Dunbar was working for the city as 

part of an outreach program designed to build networks with the community. Dunbar had 

never run a political campaign before and was responsible for the daily activities of the 

campaign and a newcomer to the political game in Lansing. She claimed volunteers began 

engineering the story of Bernero removing his daughter from Lansing schools because she was 

"dating" a young black man sometime around May 2004. As we can see from the preceding 

information that accusation is false. The rumor dogging Bernero had been circulating in the 

Black community for at least a year almost two. In an effort to win votes among the black 

community in Lansing DeWeese who is white and a republican with an almost liberal record on 

race relations had begun retelling the story. 
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It is important to note Bernero's daughter was in the 7th grade at Gardner Junior High 

School located on the south end of town, which we will explore later is a heavily Black part of 

town. The precincts located in third ward were in fact responsible for Benavides win on 

November 4. 

Up to the publication of the "racism" article in the Lansing State Journal on Sept. 17, 

the Bernero camp had attempted to pin the rumor on four different individuals. 

"Dunbar said Mireles, who joined the Benavides camp in May, began taking charge of 

some campaign meetings and even held meetings behind the campaign leaders’ backs. There 

were discussions at meetings on how the campaign (could) best get the word out that Virg 

pulled his daughter out of the school because of interracial dating and how to perpetuate the 

myth even if it wasn't true," said Dunbar'' (McCurtis, James. "Racism rumors hit the mayoral 

campaign" Lansing State Journal. 17 September 2004. Al) 

Campaign activists from the Xicano Development Center, who were the primary 

workers at the time, say that statement is untrue. During interviews several workers related 

the fact the first time they heard the race rumor was in conversations with Dunbar before she 

resigned. In fact, much of Dunbar's personal conversation was about race and the role it 

would play in the campaign. At the first meeting with members of the XDC in early May 

Dunbar made repeated statements about the racial nature of the campaign. She pointedly 

expressed her concern that the campaign not just be "about Mexicans." 

Raul Garcia, a member of the Xicano Development Center was present at the first 
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meeting between Xicano activists and Kathy Dunbar on May 9, 2003. Garcia said he is still 

surprised when he thinks about the things Dunbar said that day. 

"She is the one that started it all. I felt she was probably a racist and couldn't deal with 

the fact that Mexicans rallied around Benavides. She wanted to take away culture or a sense of 

identity we felt we had in common with Benavides. She didn't want anything Mexican to be 

involved with the campaign and she told us at the first meeting. Leave anything Mexican at the 

door when you come to work for the Benavides campaign." (Garcia, Raul. Personal interview. 

April 2004) 

Tim Russ is another member of the Xicano Development Center who later became the 

campaign coordinator for Benavides and was largely responsible for putting together the 

ground campaign that carried Benavides to eventual victory. His credentials for doing so are 

impressive. Russ began organizing in Seattle, Washington as a UPS worker. He quickly became 

involved with the Teamsters Union during the national United Parcel Service (UPS) strike in 

the late 1990s. From his work there, Russ went to work in Detroit for the Teamsters for a 

Democratic Union, which is a democracy movement within the Teamsters International Union. 

During that time Russ participated and directed scores of campaigns across the country. It was 

also in Detroit that Russ met his wife Nora Salas who had helped found the Xicano 

Development Center. Salas is originally from Lansing, both she and Russ had decided to move 

back to Lansing to pursue advanced degrees. 

"We started to attend meetings and discovered the folks who were in charge didn't 
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really have a clear vision of how they were going to organize their campaign. They seemed to 

limit their goals for their discussion of what the campaign had to be to win to 'not only a 

Mexican campaign.' That was the extent of what they were able to articulate. I recall we had 

one meeting with then campaign coordinator Kathy Dunbar where, it was at your home, she 

articulated that as the primary issue with the campaign. She was in a room full of Mexicans 

and said 'we're trying to make this campaign not just Mexicans' and it was quite interesting for 

a person like myself to witness someone indelicately articulating the sort of view that the 

campaign had to be more than just Mexicans. Which to me is obvious, you know Lansing is not 

a place where Mexicans are the power base, we're not talking about some city in the 

Southwest we're talking about Mid-Michigan." (Russ, Timothy. Personal interview. March 

2004) 

Thomas Woods a member of the Black community in Lansing and a prominent 

volunteer on the Benavides campaign had also helped Bernero win his state senate seat. 

Wood believes Bernero and Dunbar are responsible for fanning the flames of racist rivalry by 

continually talking about the rumor. "He should have kept his mouth shut. He was the one 

that kept bringing it up trying to refute all these allegations - he was his own worst enemy. As 

far as the impact it had on him - people I talked to weren't really surprised by his actions or 

that he would take a stand like 'I refuse to allow my daughter to do such a thing." (Woods, 

Thomas. Personal interview. March 2004) 

Copedge and Wood agree the racial ugliness of the situation is Bernero's fault. They 
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think the senator's clear my name at all cost approach to the situation actually helped make 

an issue in the Black community where none existed before. As we will see later the Black 

vote on November 4, 2004 was crucial and both candidates were struggling fiercely over 

those ballots. 

"The whisper campaign had no bearing in Tony's favor. I think it was mainly that 

people liked Tony. It took a big twist when (Bernero) went on 96.5 a black radio station where 

he was talking about it and you could tell it was very well prompted. Someone called in. I think 

it was a minister and asked him about the allegations concerning his daughter. He refuted it, 

said it wasn't so, that the Tony Benavides camp was spreading the rumor. It was then that it 

became a citywide discussion at every African-American table. Did you hear what happened 

on 96.5? Now Bernero has never done any advertisement on 96.5 that I know of and all of a 

sudden it started blowing up. It was a poor choice to mail the clip the newspaper did. I think it 

really made people look at this whole election along racial lines." (Dale Copedge. Personal 

interview. March 2004) 

"We had a discussion with Senator Bernero in May of 2003, myself, Dale, some other 

people who just wanted to hear what he had to say. He told us his targeted fundraising goal 

was $120,000 he ended up raising over $200,000 so that tells you where his direction was. 

He also had someone working on fundraising full time. He was very serious about it but then 

again, he's been through races before and he knows you need money. What it also tells me 

is that he was ineffective in the way he spent the money. Which is good for the Benavides 
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front by raising less money and looking at areas to be frugal and targeting ways to spend the 

money to win. Yes, it takes money to win but sometimes you don't have to out raise your 

opponent it depends on who makes the right decisions in spending the money down the 

stretch." - John Moralez, Benavides fundraiser. 

Up to his appointment as mayor by the city charter Benavides had relied solely on 

his extensive family network and a few longtime friends to do the work for his ward races. 

He was used to winning by very slim margins twice less than five votes and many would 

argue it was the lack of credible candidates, his devotion to former Mayor David Hollister, 

which will be addressed through interviews later, and the support he received from city hall 

that allowed him more than any other factor to maintain his position on city council. 

Benavides’ tenure in the third ward was marked by its lack of forward movement and 

development overall. Many of his constituents complained Benavides acted more as an At 

Large councilperson than a ward representative delving into city matters like the retention 

of General Motors and other critical behind the scenes efforts to keep jobs in Lansing. 

Derek Melot, a columnist for the Lansing State Journal addressed this issue in his 

August 26, 2003 column titled "Mayoral race isn't exciting this vote." 

"For example, Benavides campaign likes to tout its guys long experience on the 

Lansing City council - two decades worth. That's great. Less so, is what's happened to 

Lansing in that time. In 1980, the census reported 130,414 residents; in 2000 it was down to 

118,588. Of course, you can't say Benavides is responsible for any population loss... or any 
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population gain. But that's just it. In 20 years on the city council, exactly what is Benavides 

responsible for? And can we expect more of whatever it is, if he stays on as mayor?" (Melot, 

Derek. "Mayoral race isn't exciting this vote" Lansing State Journal. WEBSITE) 

This attitude toward Benavides was prevalent throughout the campaign in the pages 

of the Lansing State Journal and the City Pulse. It did not help that Hollister's endorsement 

of Benavides was weak at best. In an interview with Lansing State Journal reporter Christine 

MacDonald about Benavides taking the reins Hollister said, "Tony will carry on the vision. It 

would be hard to do to much damage in two years." In that article he also said he would not 

be campaigning for Benavides in person or in commercials. (City Pulse. 16 July 2003. 3) 

MacDonald said she was surprised by Hollister’s comments during their brief seven minute 

interview. "I had been trying to reach him for months but he was ducking my calls," said 

MacDonald during a phone interview. "I know I quoted him right because he would have 

been on the phone to my bosses right away. But he never said a word." (MacDonald, 

Christine. Personal Interview) 

She speculates Hollister was upset with Benavides because he had expected him to 

simply fill the mayor's position in the year leading up the election. MacDonald said before 

writing that article she had followed up a story lead about Hollister attempting to recruit 

Police chief Mark Alley to run for mayor. 

"Hollister wanted Alley to run - he wanted Benavides to fill the short stint. They had 

approached Alley several times but he said no way. Hollister wanted someone energetic and 
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who he felt had the same image as him. When I questioned Alley about this he said he had 

no intention of running." (MacDonald. Personal Interview) 

That endorsement was the strongest indicator that the white business power 

structure in Lansing was going all the way to keep their investments made during the Hollister 

administration intact. Consider that Hollister and Benavides had worked together for almost 

30 years beginning at a "Freedom School" for young Xicanos located at Cristo Rey and taught 

by Hollister who was a young new teacher at the time known for his liberal stances. 

It was Hollister who made the necessary arrangements with the City Council, when he 

knew he was leaving to join Gov. Jennifer Granholm's cabinet, to have Benavides picked as city 

council president making him next in line to be mayor after Hollister resigned. So it came as a 

bit of a shock to the campaign when Hollister opted out of strongly endorsing Benavides. 

Sanchez, who worked with Hollister for the better part of a decade, tries to shed some 

light on an issue that was key to the credibility of both candidates. Who owned the  legacy of 

David Hollister and why Hollister was determined to give such a lukewarm endorsement. 

"Hollister had his own vision for the city of Lansing and even when he was here, I think 

I told you, if he has a vision and you're working toward that vision but you’re not working hard 

enough then he's going to be very vocal about it regardless if you're his best friend or not it 

doesn't matter and I think that when he left here he went with that vision and he believes that 

the city of Lansing should have different things. Now we have a new Mayor with new Mayors' 

there are new thoughts and not everyone is going to agree." (Sanchez, Linda. Personal 
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Interview. March 2004) 

Later in the campaign Hollister forced his picture from literature put together for 

mailings to senior citizens and required all literature with his name on it to come through his 

office for approval. Most of the interviewees believe this behavior as well as the level of 

"endorsement" set the stage for the vicious attacks by the Greater Lansing Regional Chamber of 

Commerce led by Roger Sepic president of the chamber. Sepic became an outspoken antagonist 

to Benavides on issues of the living wage, business development and the hiring of more police 

officers centering on services offered to the citizens of Lansing. 

Benavides related some interesting stories from the campaign trail about comments 

made by leaders of the chamber to other white business officials that were longtime friends 

of Benavides.  

"One of my strongest supporters in the campaign also happens to be a member of 

the chamber and he asked the question to the chamber, "Why are you so adamant against 

Mayor Benavides? And the response was, "Because he is not one of us. The bottom line is 

was I surprised? I was surprised that after 50 years of working, I had paid my dues, and they 

(the business community) know me better than anyone else and for someone to take a 

potshot like that - I have always been supported by these folks for my council races and they 

decided this time because I different maybe because I'm Hispanic and my primary language is 

Spanish - but regardless of what happens we need to accept the fact that times are different 

and we are going have change." (Benavides, Antonio. Personal Interview. March 2004) 
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It was not until after the August 6 primary that Benavides appeared to pose a 

credible threat to the white power structure. The Chamber of Commerce as well as the 

City Pulse came out before the August 6 primary in support of Bernero. Their initial 

dismissal of Benavides as a viable candidate after Bernero's announcement made the 

dogmatic stances they took later in the campaign a political survival necessity. With a 

credible white candidate, the white power structure in Lansing was able to go on the 

attack especially toward the end of the campaign when polls showed Bernero barely 

closing the gap. The parallels between the Washington experience in Chicago and the 

Benavides campaign in Lansing are evident in that both campaigns constituted the first 

minority threat to white political hegemony in their towns. 

Sanchez believes the problems between the business community and Benavides stem 

from root philosophical beliefs and approaches to problem solving. 

"When (Benavides) was the director of Cristo Rey he was there working for the people. 

There has always been a division between people and business, no taxes or high taxes and I 

think Tony is not going to forsake who he was or who he is for the sake of giving in to 

business. And I think business is somewhat fearful of that." (Sanchez, Linda.  Personal 

Interview. March 2004) 

Part of the problem in working with business and raising funds is minorities don't 

understand the political process and how trying it can be to raise money, said John Moralez a 

campaign worker for Benavides who was responsible for fundraising. 
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Normally larger campaigns will designate someone to head up fundraising. That 

didn't seem to be the case with the Benavides campaign and while the majority of the 

volunteers were more than willing to bring a vast array of skills, experiences and personal 

collateral to the table the majority of them had accomplished their own organizing efforts 

without large amounts of cash. There was no real connection to the money; the Benavides 

camp needed a rainmaker. 

That person came in the form of John Moralez. An active democrat in the Hispanic 

caucus Moralez is one of those people who knows everyone. A TV producer for the local Public 

Television Station for many years Moralez has worked on many different political campaigns 

and has seen firsthand what happens to political campaigns when the money runs out. 

Although he does agree Hollister could have done more to help Benavides raise funds 

since Hollister held much influence over the business types and especially the regional chamber 

of commerce, Moralez isn't convinced it would have made much of a difference. He does 

believe though it would have been a welcome gesture of friendship on Hollister's part.   

"I don't know how much it would have helped. You would think he would have done 

more but who can say. If you were a real true friend and supporter why would it matter?" said 

Moralez. 

Moralez also points out correctly that September 17, was more than the day   Lansing 

became aware of the "whisper campaign"; it was also the day of the first fundraiser since the 

August 6 primary the Benavides campaign had sponsored, a large spaghetti dinner held at 
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Cristo Rey Church. Moralez said to his knowledge the $75,000 Benavides had raised before the 

primary was gone and the campaign was running on fumes. 

So, the race article and the spaghetti dinner went head to head. Moralez said he was 

initially worried about the impact the article would have on the turn out. However, by the 

end of the night over 400 people had paid to eat dinner with Benavides. It was by far the 

most successful of his fundraising dinners in terms of attendance and Moralez believes it sent 

a strong message to Bernero about the support Benavides enjoyed in the community. 

(Moralez, John. Personal Interview. March 2003) 

Although the dinner was successful and especially in the face of extremely troubling 

allegations in the LSJ the important point is that this was the first large-scale fundraiser in six 

weeks. It is this type of six-week gap in fundraising effort Moralez sees all the time with 

minority candidates mainly because they don't like to ask for money. (Moralez. Personal 

interview) 

"The XDC's commonly distributed ideological statement, developed later, 
entitled "What    We Believe", maintained the Xicano Nationalist theme, "We 
must free ourselves from cultural colonialism, oppressive capitalism, and 
governmental occupation ... We work knowing we can create a Nation of 
justice. We believe in Aztlan." - Nora Salas. " Desde la Universidad. Term 
Paper. 7) (see appendix?) 
 
Experience, dedication and hard work are the main ingredients of any successful 

organizing drive. The ability to mobilize and harness the momentum of large groups of people 

is an important and invaluable skill in creating political power. Because of the nature of 

Benavides' prior political races, small ward races and his own self-perception as a public 
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servant rather than a career politician, (Sanchez, Personal Interview) Benavides lacked a cadre 

of experienced organizers coming into the biggest political dogfight of his personal career. The 

absence of a political machine made him an easy target in the eyes of Bernero and other 

career politicians supporting his opponent. Bernero believed that he was "going to wipe the 

floor with Tony" (Copedge, Personal Interview) during the campaign. 

In fact, the popular perception about Benavides inability to mount an effective 

campaign was so pronounced that just weeks after Bernero announced his candidacy the City 

Pulse ran with the June 25, headline "In Lansing mayor race, momentum is on Virg's side." The 

last paragraph of the story reads: " But the field has been leveled and Benavides  has been put 

on his heels by a candidate who doesn't possess a day of Lansing city government experience. 

The primary is six weeks away, and it's time for Benavides to start his own wave of positive 

press or risk being run over by the growing Bernero bandwagon." (Melinn, Kyle, "In Lansing 

mayor race, momentum is on Virg's side." The City Pulse. 4) 

And in the early months of 2003, the Benavides campaign looked and acted like a 

sinking ship. Campaign meetings were by strict invitation only. No significant work was being 

done out of the campaign headquarters which was closed most days and by late May both the 

campaign manager and campaign coordinators had quit. 

Organizers from the Xicano Development Center had met with Benavides in February of 

2003 at the annual Dia de la Mujer conference held at Michigan State University. The group 

talked with him about putting the current drive for a new Cesar Chavez Avenue (See Appendix?) 
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on hold if his intentions were to run for mayor that year. They told him they felt given the 

history and divisive nature of the street in Lansing politics and considering the new campaign 

for that street was being organized by the XDC they were willing to wait until after the election 

in the fall to try again and related to him their willingness to support his candidacy for mayor 

asking he contact them for help at the appropriate time. 

Because of the nature of community level grassroots politics espoused by the XDC, 

they were an unknown quantity in local electoral politics. Organizers there had defined 

philosophical differences with the electoral system and had steadfastly refused to be drawn 

into these local campaigns despite attempts by politicians to tap into the Xicano community 

voting power. 

"The principal organizers of our campaign were not people who had long history of 

involvement with the Democratic Party in the city of Lansing ... we had to essentially structure 

our campaign in a continuous ad hoc mode, we were continually using the best methods we 

could get to work. It was sort of like the McGyver of campaigning we knew the principles of 

what we had to do to reach enough voters to overcome a very popular candidate." (Russ, 

Personal Interview) 

Sentiment for Benavides at the XDC was not unanimous in the beginning. Maria Zavala, 

an organizer and board member of the XDC said she had concerns about helping Benavides 

based on experiences she had with him in other organizing situations. 

"His conservative views, he has very Catholic views. When I tried to organize with 



 
Mireles, Ernesto. Ph.D.  
Copyright 2021 

24 
Xicano Revolt/Tehuatzin ti Mexicatl 
 
 

Lansing Area AIDS Network (LAAN) he wasn't open to passing out (condoms). His platform on 

gay issues - he hasn't been negative but not very positive either. I feel Cristo Rey is pretty 

stagnant - I don't perceive the XDC as being like him in those issues." (Zavala, Maria, 

Telephone interview, April 2003) 

Zavala eventually joined the other XDC members in the Benavides campaign organizing 

and challenging other Xicanas, specifically single mothers, to canvas weekly for Benavides in 

the waning months of the campaign. She, along with her 3-year-old daughter Estrella spent 

Thursday evenings after work along with other single moms dropping literature for Benavides. 

Zavala explained her attitude change about the election came about by watching the media's 

virulent reaction to Benavides and her belief in the power of positive role models. 

"Mainly I thought, he is Xicano and if he does win it could be a positive influence on our 

community. Because of the way we have been brutalized. (See Appendix) - even though we 

disagreed on a lot of views he is a symbol of opportunity for a lot of people in this 

community."(Zavala, Maria. Telephone Interview) 

Literature describing the mission of the XDC provides an interesting insight into the 

rationalization process happening that allowed this group of young organizers to get involved 

with the Benavides campaign. The theory of low intensity organizing developed during their 

stay in Detroit was instrumental in providing the basis for the argument that involvement in 

this particular issue was good because it provided an opportunity to interact with members of 

the Xicano Community that they would not have otherwise worked with and gotten to know. 
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The XDC defines their approach this way: "Our style of "low intensity organizing" endeavors to 

build intentional communities within greater communities. The idea is to constantly challenge 

the status quo as to the rights, treatment and economic status   not only of Xicano but all 

oppressed people. We do this by educating and organizing; preparing RAZA to take ACTION on 

a regular basis not just in times of crisis." (XDC Internship brochure 2) 

It was this philosophical framework that allowed Xicano anarcho-nationalist 

community organizers the latitude to get involved toward the end of April when organizers at 

the XDC began to hear rumblings in the community all might not be well in the Benavides 

camp. Because of their very different political stances they had never seriously expected for 

Benavides to call on them to help with the campaign and the general consensus among them 

was they had done their community duty by dropping the issue of the street name change for 

the time being. 

Discussions at board meetings mandated inquiry be made and I was selected to call 

Kathy Dunbar who was then the coordinator for the campaign. My initial offer on behalf of the 

XDC was to host a fundraiser for Benavides. However, our first conversation lasted three hours 

on the phone. During that time, she related to me the desperateness of the situation and 

repeatedly told me how hard of a time they were having finding volunteers for the campaign. 

This conversation resulted in the May 9 2003 meeting where Dunbar instructed the gathered 

community activists "this just can't be a Mexican thing." (Russ, Personal Interview. March 2003) 

After this meeting organizers from the XDC along with concerned Xicano community 
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members present decided it was in the best interest of the XICANO COMMUNITY to become 

more involved in the Benavides campaign. Given the history of political repression enacted 

toward Xicanos in the Lansing area, specifically within the last decade, they decided as a group 

something should be done to aid Benavides. (Appendix) 

The debate was long and steady, Nora Salas a founder and organizer at the XDC gives 

the analysis of the situation at the XDC and within the Xicano Community of Lansing at the 

time of the campaign. 

"There was such an atmosphere of people believing they couldn't do anything. That it 

didn't matter what any group or person would try to get them to do there was a pervasive 

view that nothing was possible," said Salas. "We just couldn't afford to have another 

reinforcement of that view. If people generally believe they are incapable of making change 

then it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy." (Salas, Nora. Phone Interview) 

She goes on to explain the nature of complicity with an oppressed people. Salas 

believes victory is necessary to help people understand they can make a change. Otherwise 

we all become complicit in reinforcing the community's sense of disempowerment. She says 

the initial XDC discussion around getting involved despite believing Benavides had no 

chance of winning was showing the level to which XDC organizers were unknowingly 

participating in that attitude. (Salas. Phone Interview) 

"So, did we do it so we would feel more empowered or so the community would feel 

more empowered. Did we do it to prove we could? We're not just outside people analyzing 
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the community - we're a part of the Xicano community and these continual defeats affects us 

just as much." (Salas. Personal Interview) 

In reality, when all the mainstream media in Lansing along with political pundits on 

both sides literally sharpening their knives to carve up the dead carcass of the Benavides 

campaign and the Xicano community, desperately needed help had arrived. 

Benavides's newly hired campaign manager Sharon Ellis is a 16-year political consultant 

who has work on campaigns ranging from the Gubernatorial level to school board describes the 

situation she found six weeks away from the primary. 

"The perception in the community was that the campaign was in pretty serious 

trouble... it was thought he was going to be a caretaker mayor, a one-year situation that the 

senator was way ahead of him in fundraising, way ahead of him in energy, much younger than 

the mayor and that the mayor's campaign was in pretty serious trouble having lost these two-

top people. What I could see when I came on board was that there was a wonderful core of 

volunteers that were extraordinarily dedicated- EXTRAORDINARY DEDICATED - who had been 

keeping the boat afloat. Had there not been this group of people ... I don't think I would have 

taken the campaign because I don't think I could have turned it around." (Ellis, Sharon, 

Personal Interview, March 2004) 

Because of the excellent reputation the XDC enjoyed in Lansing's Xicano community 

and because of the age difference between them and Benavides they were able to mobilize an 

entire stratum of activists and community members not usually involved in electoral politics. 
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Steve Swart is a white anarchist who has worked with the XDC and the members on 

many projects dating back to the early 1990s. While he refused to do work on the campaign he 

sent this email the day after the election. 

"I just wanted you guys to know Teresa (his wife) and I voted. Not so much for 
Benavides as for the XDC. I hope everything turns out okay." (Swart, Steve. Email.) 
 
In perhaps the single positive article written by either the Lansing State Journal or The 

City Pulse for the Benavides campaign during the entire race, City Pulse staff writer Melinn did 

a good job capturing the spirit of Xicano volunteers working on the Benavides campaign. His 

headline was a quote from Ellis, which read "You couldn't stop these people with a 

steamroller." The words proved to be prophetic. Probably less noticed by the general 

populace because of the interchangeability of words like Hispanic, Latino and Xicano was the 

subheading which read "Chicano pride a driving factor in mayor's race." 

The Xicano self-identifier heralds back to a more politically active time for Mexican 

Americans in the United States. The ability of Melinn to use this term with impunity shows a 

heightened level of cultural, political and social awareness existed among the Benavides 

campaign workers. Their political sophistication in terms of community politics and the level of 

community involvement is directly attributable to the influence of the XDC, its organizers and 

their long-term educational efforts within Lansing's Mexican community. The influence of the 

XDC when combined with activists from the Black community created a potent political force 

that as Sanchez related earlier has many people in Lansing's political circles "awed." (Sanchez, 

Personal interview) 
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Ellis, on the other hand, is quick to point out that she was not just talking about the 

"Latino" volunteers. 

"I was not just referring to our Latino volunteers when I made that remark although a 

lot of people thought I was. I have worked a lot of campaigns and I have seldom seen such a 

group of dedicated volunteers - they came out rain or shine, every weekend, they brought 

their children with them, they brought elderly parents with them, they brought whoever they 

had along, neighbors, if they had company for the weekend they said come on this is our 

entertainment you came to see me come on this is what we are doing." (Ellis. Personal 

Interview) 

Clearly by the end of the campaign the Benavides volunteer corp was composed of a 

variety of people from all walks of life in Lansing. The majority of that group though was 

Xicano; either directly related to Benavides, walk ons or XDC organizers and members. 

Moralez talks about this group, which by the end of the campaign comprised more than 

just the Xicano activists, in terms of it starting this way. 

"We had a crew of 20 to 30 people who really just took it personal, really just said the 

heck with this we're going to drag Tony across the finish line, even if he doesn't want to win. 

There was a group that was not going to lose ... it just seemed like there was a mythical hand 

from above." (Moralez, John, Personal interview) 

Along with Russ, Moralez believes one of the biggest assets the Benavides campaign had 

was the unknown quality of the people directing the Benavides campaign. 
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"There is a feeling and I believe this - that we snuck up on some people. I think people 

didn't take this campaign seriously and they lost. I don't think we will be able to sneak up on 

anyone again even if it was next year there will be a higher level of awareness especially in 

other communities not to just let someone walk in and take this - that's where I think there is 

going to be a power struggle . . . what we did was pretty remarkable. The question is can we 

do it again? Can we find another circumstance where we can all come together and do it 

again? That remains to be seen." (Moralez, John. Personal Interview) 

"Oh, it was critical. NO DOUBT, people are still talking about it. Minorities, non-
minorities who want to run for office are saying "How can I get that to happen 
for me “They're awed. It never happened before." - Linda Sanchez on the 
importance of the Black/Brown coalition during the Benavides campaign. 
 
The Black and Xicano votes for Benavides were the winning combination in the fall of 

2003. The racial makeup and dedication of the core volunteer workers was a testament to not 

only to Benavides years of political and social action in the Lansing community but in ways 

marked a changing of the guard politically in the Xicano community and perhaps in the Black 

community. Now that the campaign is relegated to the history books the debate remains as to 

the lasting effect the embryonic Black/Brown coalition will have on future politics in the 

Lansing area. 

"I think it's lasting impact will have a direct connection to how involved the 

Mexican/Xicano folks remain in political campaigns if they don't participate in any future 

endeavors then it will become an anomaly. To maintain the viability of Hispanic candidates 

and the Hispanic community's political power within the city of Lansing they have to establish 
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an organizational framework for their participation and so there is a reason for them to be 

involved that goes beyond a particular candidate." (Tim Russ, Personal Interview) 

This comment speaks directly to the challenges facing the Xicano community in the 

next decade because they are basically unprepared to assume positions of electoral 

responsibility in the greater Lansing area. The flip side of this issue is the willingness of the Black 

community, which still has a numerical advantage, to share that power with other minorities 

As it has been discussed before the XDC in Lansing is not the type organizational 

vehicle to make that happen. Neither are the organizers attached to that group devoted to 

that goal. This continues to leave a vacuum of leadership with the Xicano community and 

mainstream politics. How do Xicanos in mid-Michigan develop the organizations necessary to 

build mainstream electoral political power? 

The true test for the Black/Brown coalition will be the future reciprocation of effort by 

the Xicano community for a black candidate to an important political office. Russ speaks about 

this contextualizing his remarks with the warning not to overemphasize the role of the 

broader black community played in the day to day organization of the Benavides campaign, "I 

think it is important not to overstate the level of participation of the black community in 

Mayor Benavides election - their support was very good for him but the level of activist and 

leaders in direct participation in the campaign did not go very deep." (Russ. Personal 

Interview) 

Still the binding power of common struggle cannot be overstated in building ties 
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between groups who share aspects of political, economic and social oppression but at times 

see themselves as competitors for jobs, money and social advancement. The ability to frame 

their situation in terms of common struggle against a common enemy, person, group or 

economic system, is important in building a sense of comradeship between oppressed 

communities. For many, opportunities like the Benavides campaign can be eye-opening 

experiences that allow them access to persons of different ethnic backgrounds. Especially 

important is the fact their first real encounter with people they perceive as different from 

themselves is on a personal level of cooperation and goodwill. 

Julia Cardenas is a member of Movimiento Estudiantil Xicano de Aztlan at Michigan 

State University, an undergraduate group that works closely with the XDC. Currently a 

sophomore, Cardenas immigrated to this country as a young girl from El Salvador and Mexico 

with her mother, older brother and younger sister. The Benavides campaign was her first 

political experience. "I think it was surprising- when I first came up here I really didn't know 

the people but I did hear about the history and I realized quickly we are the minority here. At 

first, I didn't think something like this would bring people out and since it was my first 

campaign I was taken back to see how many different people came together to pull 

something through like this." {Cardenas, Julia. Personal Interview. March 2004) 

Ashanti Ameen is a Lansing native who also worked on the Benavides campaign. 

Currently enrolled at Lansing Community College, Ameen is a single mother of one daughter, 

Layla Ameen. 
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Ameen said she initially got involved in the Benavides campaign because she liked him 

on a personal level, "I was impressed with the fact that he seemed to love his wife so much 

and I know it seems silly but I really liked him for the respect he had for his wife." (Ameen. 

Personal Interview) However, she later became more committed to the campaign, working on 

a daily basis because she said, "it was important to me to see a minority any minority up in 

office so that was another reason why but mostly it was the fact I just liked him." (Ameen. 

Personal Interview) 

The ability of elements from the Black and Xicano communities to come together to 

work on this campaign are not surprising to Ameen. She believes Lansing is a unique town in 

that respect, "I went to Eastern High School ... the school I went to forced us in a good way to 

interact with people and we became friends with them before we even completely realized 

how separated things tend to beso I think Lansing in general has a great foundation for 

combining the two together to win any election." 

Russ framed the situation similarly: 

"In the case of this election, in spite the fact (Benavides) is definitely Mexican he was an 

immigrant, naturalized citizen had a long track record on the city council of not serving just the 

interest of Mexicans, sort of how his opponents would frame him but serving the interests of 

the community in the Third Ward, the yd ward having the largest population of African 

Americans in the city, it's close with the 4th ward. If you look at the numbers in terms of Mayor 

Benavides elections prior to his run for mayor. Oftentimes those black votes did not always go 
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to Mayor Benavides, so the connection between African Americans supporting Mayor 

Benavides and Mayor Benavides being able to challenge a white candidate that was very 

popular within the city was critical to the outcome of the election. If you look at the final 

number it’s clear that without that black brown alliance ... well the election wouldn't have 

been close." (Russ. Personal interview) 

The real story and test of any coalition in an election situation is to see how the votes 

breakdown. In this case the Lansing State Journal answers some of those questions with their 

November 12, 2003 article entitled "Minority vote had major role in mayor's win." There are a 

number of questions that jump to mind immediately after reading this headline. 

If Bernero had won would the headline have read "White people vote in Bernero." 

Would the story have been turned around to insinuate that because minorities did not vote for 

Benavides then it is for certain that white voters should not have either? Another point to all of 

this is the fact a significant number of white voters must have cast ballots for Benavides to win. 

Otherwise the election would have been a complete blowout. What does this say about the 

election and the greater white community's feelings about Bernero? How come the Nov. 12 

article's headline did not read, "White citizens elect Benavides" When in reality it was the white 

vote that put him over the top? 

According to the LSJ "Benavides won 13 of the 15 precincts with the highest 

percentage of black residents old enough to vote. Benavides also won 10 of the 17 precincts 

with the highest percentage of Hispanics who are at least 18 years old." (Lambert, Tom. LSJ. 
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Al) 

This makes it seem like a real landslide but in reality, each of those precincts where 

Benavides won the Black vote, African-Americans make up 22 percent of the voting population 

and in the 17 precincts where the Xicano vote was counted they make up only 10 percent of 

the voting population. (Lambert. LSJ. Al) 

The opposite voting pattern held true for Benavides opponent, "Bernero, a Democratic 

state senator, actually won the most precincts - 37 to Benavides 29 - and captured all 17 

precincts in which white residents of voting age makeup at least 80 percent of the population." 

(Lambert, Tom. Al) 

Since this election is the first time in Lansing's history a minority was running for 

mayor it is impossible to make concrete statistical analysis. However, looking at the number 

of votes on face value we see a very divisive election where ballots were definitely cast along 

racial lines. What does this mean in the future? How were a group of relatively unknown 

political operatives working with a candidate unprepared for the realities of the race able to 

establish a significant lead and hold on to that lead. 

Moralez alludes to this problem earlier when he talked about the Benavides campaign 

"sneaking up on people" (Moralez. Personal interview) Bernero was able to win all 17 of the 

precincts where whites in Lansing made up a majority of the voters although it is important to 

note in several of those precincts, particularly the affluent high turnout areas of 1-9, 1-17 and 

4-12 and 4-13, he won by very slim margins. (appendix) 
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To contrast Benavides carried his precincts by large margins. "In the three precincts with 

the highest percentage of Black residents of voting age ... Benavides won by a combined margin 

of 66 percent to 34 percent." (Lambert. LSJ. A4) 

Both Copedge and Wood believe this is an offshoot of the representation Benavides 

had in his volunteer campaign staff by the end of the race. It was in marked contrast to the 

makeup of the volunteer staff at the beginning of the race. When it seemed to many of the 

volunteers only minorities wanted to help Benavides before the August 6 primary. 

"In my opinion white people weren't more involved because in the beginning 
because they didn't think that Tony Benavides could win. Because after that huge 
primary win then we started to see more people from the Caucasian persuasion 
being more involved with the campaign to the point I was becoming sick with it 
because we had people who were now becoming front runners if you will, who were 
not there in the beginning when they didn't know what was going to 
happen."rt!ood. Personal Interview) 

 
Telecommunications graduate student Lauriano Aguirre echoes Woods' concerns 

about widespread involvement. A veteran campus and community organizer, from the Rio 

Grande Valley in South Texas, Aguirre said this campaign was the first one he had played such 

a major role in by helping to design literature for distribution, dropping literature and 

canvassing throughout the summer. 

"At first when we first started it was just us. The small groups that form the XDC and 

MEXA those two groups ... but when Dale and some of the other guys came on board you 

saw the Black community you saw the white community coming along as well and saw it 

grow and grow and grow and it became a community thing not just a Mexican thing or 
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anything like that. At first it seemed to be (Xicanos) doing the work but when you saw it 

growing and growing it makes you feel a whole lot more proud because you have the 

community helping." (Aguirre. Personal Interview) 

The logical questions now begin to center around building power for minorities in the 

Greater Lansing area. How do we keep the momentum or at least the perceived momentum 

of that election and build on it for future use? More importantly what does a victory like this 

really mean for Blacks and Xicanos in Lansing. 

"I think it's the beginning of being at the table that makes the decisions, the next 

important piece to continue building to make people accountable. Not just being there but 

being heard while you are sitting there. I see that happening a lot people are really standing 

up and taking notice by what has been done by this alliance." (Copedge. Personal Interview) 

The endorsement of the State Democratic Black Caucus and the State Democratic 

Hispanic caucus for Benavides in what is surely a local race was unprecedented especially 

considering Bernero was a sitting state senator. (Melinn. City Pulse. 25) The endorsement of 

Benavides by U.S. Representative John Conyers was unprecedented and many feel the cap 

on the black communities vote for Benavides. (Moralez. Personal Interview) 

Moralez and Copedge were instrumental in putting together the endorsements of 

both caucuses at a function at the state capital on September 12 and arranging for the press 

that day. 
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Timeline for the Benavides campaign 
 
Jan. 1. 2003 -    Tony Benavides is sworn in as Mayor of Lansing 
 
Jan. 2, 2003 -    Benavides decides to run for the last two years of Hollister’s term 

 
Feb. 22, 2003 - Xicano Development Center staff talks with Benavides at Dia de la 

Mujer conference and agrees to drop the Cesar Chavez street 
name change until after the Nov. election. 

 
March sometime -  Benavides hires Scott Hughes as Campaign Manager and Kathy 

Dunbar as campaign coordinator. Hughes works for Ingham 
county prosecutor Stuart Dunnings. Dunbar is linked to 
conservative councilperson Carol Wood and Lansing area Lobbyist 
Mark Latterman. 

 
March sometime State Rep. Micheal Murphy announces his intentions to run for 

mayor of Lansing. 1  
 

Former Mayor David Hollister endorses Tony Benavides for 
Mayor.  

 
April 2003 -  Word begins to disseminate among the Xicano community that 

the Benavides campaign is in trouble.  
 
May 2, 2003    XDC members contact Kathy Dunbar begin to work on campaign 

 
May 9, 2003  Xicano activist meeting at Todd Mireles’ house. Dunbar utters the 

famous “this just can’t be about Mexicans” line. XDC is activated 
on Benavides behalf as a result. 

 
May 13, 2003 Murphy drops out of mayor’s race citing family issues. State 

Senator Virgil Bernero quickly announces his candidacy despite 
the fact he was elected to his current position less than five 
months ago. 

 

                                                 
1 Melot, Derek, “People pass on Lansing Politics” Lansing State Journal. 29 April 2004. Internet 
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June 2003 Hughes and Dunbar both resigned 8 weeks before the primary. 
Tim Russ is hired as campaign coordinator. Benavides' campaign 
appears to be floundering.  

 
June 2003  Benavides hires Sharon Ellis, a local political consultant, six weeks 

before the August primary. 
 

June 25, 2003 City Pulse runs article-claiming momentum in mayor’s campaign 
on Bernero’s side. Points to local activist Christine Timmons as the 
source of the ‘rumor.’2 

 
July 2, 2003 First article in local media challenging the “whisper campaign” 

appears in the City Pulse. Mayoral candidate Melissa Sue 
Robinson is named as the primary culprit. Also mentions former 
Rep. Paul DeWeese mentioned the situation in the 2002 
campaign. 3 

 
July 16, 2003 Letter from Todd Mireles appears in the City Pulse questioning 

Bernero on the subject of his daughter’s school. Letter later 
became a center of controversy. Benavides also begins to publicly 
call for a living wage.4  

 
July 23, 2003  Mayoral candidates appear on WDBM 88.9 as part of a weekly 

radio show hosted by the editor of the City Pulse, Berl Schwartz. 
They will answer questions received from City Pulse readers.  

 
July 26, 2003 Journal articles show Bernero is already well ahead in fundraising. 

He has raised $71,065 to Benavides $53,158.5 
A group of 18 black pastors endorse Benavides for mayor. No 
media coverage is given of the event.  

 
July 30, 2003 Teamsters local 580 representing city workers endorse Benavides 

for mayor. They later play a key role in the ground campaign. 6 

                                                 
2
 Melinn, Kyle. “In Lansing mayor’s race momentum on Virg’s side. City Pulse. 25 June 2004. 4 

3 Melinn, Kyle. “Bernero seeks to put rumor to rest about daughters schooling” City Pulse 2 July, 2003. 4 
4 Mireles, Ernesto. “Diverging from the truth” City Pulse. 16 July 2003. 3,5 
5 Martin, Tim “Bernero outpacing rivals in mayoral money race” LSJ. 26 July 2003. Internet 
6 Martin, Tim “Benavides, Bernero win endorsements as primary nears” LSJ. 30 July 2003. Internet  
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The City Pulse formally endorses State Senator Virgil Bernero for 
mayor of Lansing.7 

 
August 4 – 6 2003  Benavides begins airing TV commercials questioning Bernero’s 

commitment to Lansing because his daughters attend school in 
East Lansing.  

 
August 6, 2003  Benavides wins primary by 56 percent outdistancing Bernero’s 38 

percent by 18 points. 8The shock in Lansing political circles is 
palatable. Neither the Lansing State Journal nor the City Pulse 
carry headlines mentioning Benavides victory 

 
August 2003 Bernero replaces MSU James Madison senior Nate Engle with 

Dennis Denno, chief of staff for State Senator Buzz Thomas (D – 
Detroit) 

 
August 2003  Tim Russ, John Moralez and Todd Mireles meet with Benavides 

and Sanchez to talk about the direction of the campaign and 
what’s being done. They offer ‘suggestions.’  (appendix) 

 
September 12, 2003 Benavides signs an executive order for a living wage that will 

cover all full and part time employees with a city of Lansing 
service contract.9 

 
September 9, 2003 The Black and Latino State Democratic caucuses respectively 

endorse Benavides at a joint press conference at the State Capital. 
This is the first time both caucuses have endorsed jointly in a local 
election. Both Bernero and Benavides are Democrats. The mayor’s 
race is non-partisan.10 

 
September 17, 2003 Articles in the City Pulse and Lansing State Journal feature ex-

campaign coordinator Kathy Dunbar claiming Benavides 
volunteers started race rumor article points specifically to Todd 

                                                 
7 Editorial. “For Bernero” City Pulse. 30 July 2003. 3 
8 Sarah, Frank. “Benavides, Bernero take primary” The State News. 6 August 2003. A1 
9 Timmons, Christine. “Mayor Benavides signs away poverty” Capitol City Political Journal. 24 Sept. 2003. 1 
10 Melinn, Kyle. “Rumor dogging Bernero in Lansing’s Black community” City Pulse. 10 Sept. 2004. 25 
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Mireles. Mireles is now the third person in a month to be named 
as the source for the rumor.11 

 
September 17, 2003 Benavides holds his first public fundraiser in almost two months. 

Over 400 people attend spaghetti dinner at Cristo Rey Church in 
the shadow of the race article.  

 
September 18, 2003 Lansing State Journal ran an editorial urging Benavides to expel 

volunteers “whispering race.”12 Bernero later photocopies 
editorial and uses them in his door-to-door campaign. 

 
September 24, 2003 City Pulse article runs where Bernero calls for almost 1 million 

dollars to be withdrawn from local non-profits receiving city 
funding. 13Article later becomes the basis of a flyer for the 
Benavides campaign. (The High Cost of Virg Bernero) 

 
September 26, 2003  Benavides campaign is fined $7k for filing campaign reports late.14 

 
September 30, 2003  The Lansing Regional Chamber of Commerce sues Benavides in 

Circuit Court claiming he overstepped his authority as mayor by 
signing the executive order for the living wage.15 

 
October 1, 2003 Lansing State Journal editorial is written against the living wage 

ordinance. LSJ calls on city council to vote against the ordinance.16  
City Pulse article arguably the only positive Benavides article of 
the entire 52 issue 2003 print run – subtitles “Chicano pride 
driving factor in mayor’s race” 

 
October 3, 2003 Bernero spaghetti dinner is rescheduled from donated space in 

the city’s South Precinct/Community Center after community 
activist Christine Timmons brought it to the attention of the city 
attorney.17 

                                                 
11 McCurtis, James. “Racism rumors hit mayoral campaign” LSJ. 17 Sept. 2004. A1 
12 Editorial. “Race Card” LSJ. 18 Sept. 2003. 10A 
13

 Melinn, Kyle. “Bernero calls for closer look at city funds for nonprofits” City Pulse. 24 Sept. 2004. 3 
14 Lambert, Tom. “Benavides fined $7K after filing reports late” LSJ. 26 Sept. 2003. A1 
15 Murphy, Shannon. “Lansing living wage faces lawsuit” LSJ. 30 Sept. 2003. Internet 
16 Editorial. “Living Wage” LSJ. 1 October 2003. 8A 
17 Melinn, Kyle. “You couldn’t stop these people with a steamroller” City Pulse. 1 October 2003. 8 
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October 15, 2003 Benavides and Bernero meet in the first of three debates. This 

debate was sponsored by the League of Women Voters and was 
held at Lansing Community College’s Dart Auditorium. 18 

 
October 19, 2003  Lansing State Journal runs a front-page article saying Benavides' 

lead in the mayoral race is down to 9 percent. There are sixteen 
days left in the campaign.19 

 
October 20, 2003 Benavides and Bernero squared off at WKAR in the only televised 

debate of the campaign. Benavides bombs – public perception 
began to shift quickly. 

 
October 24, 2003 LSJ lead article in Local and State says 19 black pastors back 

Bernero. No mention was ever made of the Black pastors 
supporting Benavides when they announced.20 

 
October 24, 2003 LSJ front page below the fold headline reads “Mayor could be 

violating election law” the entire story is based on allegations 
made by Bernero supporters. No complaints had been filed at the 
time of publication. 21 

 
October 26, 2003  LSJ endorsed Virgil Bernero for mayor of Lansing.22 

 
October 28, 2003 Benavides and Bernero meet in last debate of the campaign. 

Event is held at the New Mt. Calvary Baptist Church and is 
sponsored by the NAACP. 23 

 
November 2, 2003 U.S. Representative John Conyers appears in local black churches 

with Virgil Bernero in an apparent endorsement of him as 
candidate.24 

 

                                                 
18 Lambert, Tom. “Benavides, Bernero spar in first forum before voters” LSJ. 16 October 2003. A1 
19 Lambert, Tom. “Poll shows Benavides’ lead narrows” LSJ. 19 October 2003. A1 
20

 Leach, Hugh. “19 Black pastors support Bernero” LSJ. 24 October 2003. B1 
21 Lambert, Tom. “Mayor could be violating election law” LSJ. 24 October 2003. A1 
22 Editorial. “Bernero has the energy, leadership Lansing needs” LSJ 26 October 2003. 12A 
23 Melinn, Kyle. “In the end – as at the outset – it’s experience vs. vision” City Pulse. 29 October 2003. 5 
24 Melinn, Kyle. “Benavides survives surge by Virg” City Pulse. 5 November 2004. 5 
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November 3, 2003 After much discussion with prominent Black democrats Conyers 
returns to Lansing to publicly endorse Mayor Tony Benavides. 25 

 
November 4, 2003  Tony Benavides is elected mayor of Lansing by 258 votes, 

11,789 to 11,531.26 
 
 
 

                                                 
25

 Ibid. 
26 Lambert, Tom. “Minority vote had major role in mayor’s win” LSJ. 12 November 2003. A1 
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