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1986: In my West Wing office, with Reagan’s photo editor Carol McKay (photo by David LaBelle).
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2009: In my West Wing office, the old barbershop, during the Obama administration.





















INTRODUCTION



Working in the White House is a big job, but it still begins with a daily commute.


It takes the President about a minute to walk from the residence along the West Colonnade to the Oval Office. For everyone else, especially those who live on the other side of the Potomac River, the commute is much longer.


Every morning as Chief Official White House Photographer, I’d join thousands of people driving from the Virginia suburbs to Washington, D.C. I’d take I-395 to Route 110, where the slow crawl toward the Arlington Memorial Bridge began. I’d pass by the Pentagon, on my right, and Arlington National Cemetery, in the distance to my left. Crossing the bridge, I’d see the back of the majestic Lincoln Memorial looming ahead. It reminded me daily of the importance of where I was headed.


Eventually I’d drive along E Street and zoom past an “Authorized Personnel Only” sign at the southwest outer perimeter of the White House complex. There, a uniformed Secret Service agent would check my Secret Service–issued ID, check the Secret Service–issued parking pass on my dashboard, and then signal a thumbs-up for the Secret Service canine unit to inspect my vehicle.


After the “bomb dog” sniffing inspection, I’d enter and turn left to park on State Place. I’d then walk up to the Secret Service guard station at the southwest gate, show my ID again, and send my belongings through an X-ray machine before walking through a magnetometer onto West Executive Avenue (“West Exec” to everyone who worked at the White House).


Hundreds of other White House employees went through a similar process every day. Many of those walking to work would instead enter the White House complex through the northwest gate on Pennsylvania Avenue or the Eisenhower Executive Office Building gate on 17th Street.


After exiting the Secret Service guard station, I’d walk past the outside of the Situation Room complex to the basement entrance of the West Wing. Although I’ve seen references to it as the “awning entrance” (presumably because of its outside awning), I don’t remember anyone referring to it as anything other than the “basement entrance.”
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1988: The Outer Oval during the Reagan administration.
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2009: The Outer Oval during the Obama administration.








After passing through two sets of doors, I’d show my badge to Charlie, another uniformed Secret Service agent seated by the locked front entrance of the Situation Room. My badge was blue, which indicated that I had blanket permission to be inside the West Wing. I became such a familiar face that I did not have to show Charlie my badge after the first few weeks.


Only then was I inside the presidential bubble—free to move about in close proximity to the President. National Geographic has described the bubble as “the rarefied, isolated, and protected world in which the presidential entourage moves.”


My cubbyhole of an office was less than 50 steps from where I entered the West Wing. On the way, I’d often pass other members of the staff heading down a small hallway to the right to the White House mess to pick up breakfast or coffee. Here, on the hallway walls of the ground floor, is where we hung most of our “jumbos,” blown-up photos in the same black frames that we had inherited from the Bush administration. (I personally was appalled that the next administration switched to gold frames for the jumbos.)


The wooden door of my office had a small brass plaque that simply said, “Photographic.” Once upon a time, the plaque said “Barber Shop,” which it was until White House barber Milton Pitts retired in 1991 and his job was eliminated. Though the barber’s chair was no longer in my office, one wall still had mirrors from top to bottom. (During the Reagan administration, the photo office was just across the hall.)


My office was sandwiched between the homeland security advisor’s office and a men’s room. You could sometimes hear rats scurrying in the low ceiling above. Inside the men’s room was a mysterious locked door; it took me a while to learn that inside was a shower, and that my Secret Service agent friend Charlie had the key and allowed me to use it. That opened new possibilities for my commute, and I began to ride my bicycle to work as often as I could. I called it “my” shower room because I never saw anyone else use it, but for five years, someone had forgotten his Navy dress uniform hanging on a hook inside. I was always tempted to put it on and wear it as a joke up to the Oval Office but thought it might be a federal offense.
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1964: A Secret Service agent holds LBJ’s hand as a security measure (photo by Cecil Stoughton).
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2013: Vice President Joe Biden holds President Obama’s hand during a prayer.








After showering, I’d change into my work clothes. I usually wore a blue or blue-striped dress shirt, and rotated through six gray or black suits from Joseph A. Bank (“buy one, get two free”). At my desk, I’d catch up on overnight emails and then hustle up a set of stairs, pass the White House press secretary’s office, and enter the inner sanctum of the presidency—what we called the Outer Oval Office, the foyer-type office area outside the Oval Office.


It was about 88 steps from my office to the Outer Oval, where my job documenting the presidency usually began.


Each day, I spent between 10 and 18 hours inside the presidential bubble. In the Oval Office. In the Situation Room. In the other West Wing meeting rooms. Hanging out in the Outer Oval. On the State Floor. Or outside in the Rose Garden or on the South Lawn. Wherever the President went, I went, too, with my camera. The only times I returned to my own office were to eat a quick lunch at my desk and then at the end of the day after the President had returned to the residence for the night.


Beyond the West Wing and the “People’s House,” I was also inside the presidential bubble when we traveled together outside the White House complex. That happened a lot. I spent 1,442,242 miles flying with President Obama on Air Force One. That’s the equivalent of circling the globe more than 58 times.


By my calculation, I was inside the presidential bubble—whether it was in the West Wing or on the road—for more than 25,000 hours during the eight years of the Obama administration. It’s a view that no one else in history has had for that many hours, at least not with a camera in their hands. But I wasn’t photographing only Barack Obama the man, the President of the United States. Often, I turned my camera to see what else was going on; things maybe even the President didn’t see.
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1967: Aboard a helicopter during the LBJ administration (photo by Yoichi Okamoto).
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2012: Aboard Nighthawk Three during the Obama administration.








This book is my visual documentation of what I saw inside an American presidency. With my photographs, I will take you inside the rooms and the places where I spent every day and where democracy happens. You will see the moments or scenes that caught my eye: Sometimes illuminating. Sometimes quirky. Sometimes just plain bizarre. Yes, my main job was to photograph the President of the United States. But just as important, I felt, was to photograph the presidency itself—the people, the places, the activities that make the nation’s highest office run.


Step inside the Oval Office and see where I focused my camera. Jump aboard the helicopter and take in the view as we flew over cities and open landscapes. Ride along inside the armored limousine with me to see the people I saw during our travels around the country, and around the world.


Along the way, I will introduce you to some of the people I worked alongside. People whose jobs you may not have known existed but are crucial to making the presidency function.


In many ways, my photographs will look familiar to anyone who has worked in a modern-day presidency, regardless of the administration. Yet there are stark differences, too.


In this introduction, I’ve paired some historical photographs from earlier White House photographers with more recent photographs to illustrate this.


Look at the two photographs above. The black-and-white shot by photographer Yoichi Okamoto shows three members of President Lyndon Baines Johnson’s traveling party aboard a support helicopter. Three white men, wearing 1960s-era suits, with massive headphones to muffle the engine noise. Contrast that with my full-color photo, which shows two members of the Obama traveling party more than 40 years later aboard a similar support helicopter: a Black man with the White House communications agency, and a female member of the medical unit—each wearing disposable 50-cent sets of ear plugs.


Similar pictures, showing how much the times have changed.
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1966: Aboard Air Force One during the LBJ administration (photo by Yoichi Okamoto).
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1986: Aboard Air Force One during the Reagan administration.








And above on this page are two photos of White House staff on Air Force One. The black-and-white photo, again by LBJ’s photographer Yoichi Okamoto, shows staffer Liz Carpenter in 1967 curled up with a nondescript blanket on the plane next to several packs of cigarettes—this was back when people smoked on planes. Contrast that with my color photo showing sleeping Reagan staffers Larry Speakes, Bill Henkel, and Dennis Thomas (under a blanket emblazoned with the presidential seal). Pat Buchanan, meanwhile, is awake and reading a book. The packs of cigarettes had become packs of M&Ms.


It was during the Reagan administration that I first started to document the presidency beyond what the President himself was doing. I served as an official White House photographer during the last five years of that administration.


Back then, I was still starting my career. At first, I was overwhelmed at being inside the room where it happened. And because my access wasn’t as good as it would be during the Obama administration, I was so intent on making use of my limited chances to capture meaningful photographs that I almost always focused squarely on the President.


Later, after my access improved and I got more comfortable in my surroundings, I began to focus on some of the scenes happening around President Reagan as well. But I didn’t do it enough; it wasn’t until years later that I realized this oversight. When I returned to the White House in 2009, with that regret still on my mind, I vowed to do a better job to photograph the presidency and not just the President.


I hope the photographs in this book show you what happens inside the presidential bubble in the same way Obama: An Intimate Portrait gave a more personal perspective on one of the most photographed people in history. I hope it shows you what it’s like to work in this institution on behalf of the American people, inside the West Wing and beyond. I hope it takes you to places both humble and full of grandeur, and introduces you to some of the people behind the scenes. Beyond that, I hope this book is a valuable documentation of the inner workings of the presidency during this period in history.
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