
view her favorably compared with
9 percent who do not.

But her profile is growing. And
donors and national media outlets
alike are clamoring for her time.

Ann Romney headlined a New
York City birthday fundraiser just
days ago with Donald Trump that
generated more than $500,000 for
her husband’s campaign. The
same day she taped a television
interview for “Entertainment
Tonight.” She and her husband
also taped their first nationally
televised interview as a couple
with Diane Sawyer of ABC News.

“Four years ago, I said I would
never do this again – was pretty
emphatic about that. Because it is
a stressful time and my hearts go
out to anyone that participates in
this event,” she told Sawyer.

As Mitt Romney often tells
supporters, his wife ultimately
came around and helped persuade
him to run again. She has since
embraced a central role in helping
the campaign confront her hus-
band’s political challenges great
and small. In some ways, it’s the
same supportive role she has
always played in a marriage that’s
spanned 43 years. 

But never has her role been this
public.

Several times a week on the
campaign trail, Mitt Romney
shares how they first crossed
paths at a Michigan elementary
school but didn’t start dating until
high school. He introduces his
wife as his “sweetheart,” regular-
ly holds her hand and beams when
she introduces him at rallies.

Her mere presence seems to
help relax her husband, who
sometimes struggles to shed a
plastic image. They are not shy
about public affection, and he reg-
ularly squeezes his wife’s hand,
even when the cameras are not
rolling.

On national television last
week, Ann Romney defended her
husband’s decades-old decision to
travel with the family dog
strapped in his carrier to the car
roof, suggesting that the dog
“loved” the experience. She has
also become the campaign’s lead-
ing voice in the struggle to win
over female voters. 

She took to Twitter for the first
time to respond to Democratic
strategist Hilary Rosen, who ignit-
ed a firestorm last week by saying
the millionaire’s wife had “never
worked a day in her life.”

“I made a choice to stay home
and raise five boys. Believe me, it
was hard work,” Ann Romney
wrote. 

She has since posted no fewer

than eight tweets and has more
than 38,000 followers.

A Romney staffer has been
tasked with handling her media
requests for months. But as the
demand intensifies, senior advis-
ers concede that they are strug-
gling to balance her time.

There are significant health
concerns.

Ann Romney survived breast
cancer in 2007 and has been diag-
nosed with multiple sclerosis, a
disease that attacks the central
nervous system.

“We travel a lot,” said her trav-
eling partner, Susan Duprey, not-
ing that they’ve been on the road
almost continuously since
December. Ann Romney shows
no visible symptoms of MS,
although she must constantly
focus on diet and regular exercise.

Aides also work to squeeze in
down time. She escapes to their
home in California as often as she
can to spend time with the family’s
horses. “That’s the most revitaliz-
ing thing that she does,” Duprey
said. “So we work hard to get her
in the company of her horses.”

While the Romneys are worth
as much as $250 million, her sin-
cerity is sometimes disarming. 

She offers cookies she baked
from her Welsh grandmother’s
recipe to reporters on the cam-
paign bus. Aides say she has never
used a paid nanny or cook to help
raise her children, although she
hired a once-a-week house clean-
er to help maintain multiple
homes. And she jokes about
cleaning dirty bathrooms, cooking
for a huge family and her own
health struggles.

“She is who she is. She doesn’t
hold back. She says what she
thinks. I think that is disarming to
people. And people like her quick-
ly when they meet her,” Tagg
Romney said. He acknowledged
that his mother’s freewheeling
style makes it nearly impossible
for aides to control her message,
which is typically the mark of the
disciplined Romney campaign.

The campaign would not make
Ann Romney available for this
story.

She raised some eyebrows when
she told ABC that “it’s our turn
now” to assume the presidency. 

And a month ago, she made
headlines at a Chicago-area cam-
paign event after calling on
Republicans to unite behind her
husband. While that’s eventually
what happened, her comment
came weeks before the campaign
was prepared to issue that mes-
sage. 

“That’s my mom. I don’t think

anyone tries to manage her. I think
they recognize that that’s not a
good idea,” Tagg Romney said. “I
think that’s an asset for us.”

Democrats concede that she is
an asset, but they’re not con-
vinced she’ll ultimately make a

difference in the battle for the
White House. 

After all, first lady Michelle
Obama is popular as well. That
same Quinnipiac poll showed that
she’s viewed favorably by 60 per-
cent of registered voters. 

“Ann Romney is clearly an
asset to her husband’s campaign.
But while she may help get voters
to take a look, ultimately Mitt
Romney has to seal the deal,”
Democratic strategist Karen
Finney said. “It’s Mitt Romney

who has to earn voters’ trust
because it’s Mitt Romney they are
voting for. And not even her
excellent campaign skills can
make up for whatever concerns
voters may have about whether or
not he’d be a good president.”

After what she described as her
son’s troubled teenage years,
Benavidez said her son might
have saved his own life by joining
the Army.

“Some people look at me like
I’m crazy when I say that because
it got him killed,” she said. “But
because of the choices he was
making (in high school), he would
have gotten killed sooner.”

The 1st Brigade Combat Team,
4th Infantry Division soldier
served honorably during the 2003
invasion of Iraq, and his Army
career was distinguished. His fel-
low troops, whom the family
keeps in close contact with, still
praise him to this day.

“All my best leaders at the time
were associated with Mayne,”
Capt. Geoffrey Shraga recently
said in a U.S. Army story written
by Sgt. Breanne Pye. “He was the
kind of leader that people looked
up to and learned from.”

Most Americans had lost focus
on the war in Iraq by the time an
improvised explosive device
killed Mayne and Pfc. Bryan
Thomas, 22, of Battle Creek,
Mich. Today, Benavidez wonders
if U.S. troops’ sacrifices are lan-
guishing in the darkness.

“America needs to wake up and
be aware of what’s going on,” she
said. “We still have people in
harm’s way – there’s still a war
going on – and we need to be sup-
portive.”

Benavidez’s passion for the
U.S. military has led her on a jour-
ney she never could have antici-
pated. On April 13, she and her
husband started walking from
Fort Carson, Colo, home of the
4th Infantry Division, to Mar-

seilles, Ill., home of the Middle
East Conflicts Wall Memorial. In
all, they will walk more than
1,000 miles.

“I am so proud of our military
... the people who voluntarily join
to defend my rights,” she said. “I
want my son to be as proud of his
family now as we are of him.”

They have gotten involved
with a Colorado-based charity
called American Military Family,
which supports troops and veter-
ans with particular emphasis on
assisting the spouses, children,
parents and siblings who shoul-
der the burdens of multiple
deployments at home.

“It was my husband’s idea for
us to do this walk,” Benavidez
said. “He wanted to do something
bigger than himself.”

For Benavidez, being a Gold
Star mom carries a profound
sense of obligation. “I can’t
change what happened to my son;
I would give my life if I could, but
I can’t,” she said. “But what I can
do is help the people who served,
and help the people who’ve cho-
sen not to serve realize that this is
all going on out there.”

As Benavidez walks through
the Great Plains, inching closer to
a memorial wall on which her
son’s name is etched, she is asking
her country to honor its protectors.

“Our biggest fear is that you’ll
forget them,” she said. “I don’t
mean just my boy; I mean all of
them.”

— Tom Sileo is director of story
development at USO. The
Unknown Soldiers seeks to keep
America’s post-9/11 conflicts in
our daily national consciousness.
His column appears weekly.
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Nam Y. Huh/AP
Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney and his wife, Ann, wave March 20 as they leave a political rally in Schaumburg, Ill.


