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Preface
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On September 17, 1862, more than twenty thousand soldiers were killed or wounded in the Battle of Antietam, the bloodiest day in American history. All told, 750 thousand soldiers died during the American Civil War from 1861 to 1865. That would translate into about 7.5 million US deaths in proportion to America’s current population. Struggling for One America is written with those in mind who lost their lives because America was then divided on the emancipation of the enslaved people.

***

Since the 2016 presidential campaigns, conservatives, liberals, Democrats, Republicans, whites, and non-whites in America began lauding that they are “fighting for America.” Yet, by the 2020 presidential election, they were even more divided than united despite all the good intentions of most. Now that America is well into 2021, it is time to yearn for “One America” but without fighting.

***

Here is the caveat—to achieve “One America,” the “Trump phenomena” must first be understood. Next, discrimination and racism in America must be revisited. After that, “cancel culture” and “No-No rhetoric” must be handled promptly and sensitively. Finally, Hollywood must first embrace the #MeToo movement and then come up with a long-term strategy.

For that reason, director Daphne Barak and producer Erbil Gunasti brought on board twenty-four Hollywood stars and entertainers in their Trump vs. Hollywood documentary. Half were pro-Trump and half against. Daphne interviewed them, posing the question: “Can we talk?”

Struggling for One America stands as the genesis of this documentary. On November 4, 2020, this documentary was revised with a reference to the American Civil War. It is now called Trump vs. Hollywood: The Two White Houses.

During the American Civil War, there were two White Houses in America for four years, when unimaginable atrocities were committed by humankind.

This book, in that respect, points at the presumptive and pretended “culprits” and “scapegoats” in the current divide, while focusing on the obvious. Nowadays, the two White Houses are standing tall, in plain sight. A step further in the wrong direction from this moment on would be nothing less than repeating history.


Introduction
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Struggling for One America: Trump vs. Hollywood: The Two White Houses is book number eight attributed to two authors: It is the seventh for Daphne Barak and fourth for Erbil Gunasti.

The book is a culmination of a documentary project. It involves Donald J. Trump, the forty-fifth president of the sole superpower in the world, and Hollywood stars and entertainers.

***

Daphne writes in this book as the interviewer of the stars and entertainers in the documentary, in first person singular. She fills in in real time what transpired all throughout with anecdotes.

Erbil writes in third person plural, as the producer of the documentary that was observing what transpired before his eyes. He also narrates the book to put it into perspective how both authors viewed the developments during filming for the documentary and writing this book to present a larger picture to the reader.

***

Filming sit-down exclusives with A-listers is a domain Daphne has been traveling in for more than two decades. She has interviewed hundreds of inaccessible leaders, Hollywood superstars, and many others with global name recognition for decades.

The US network televisions aired them. The leading print outlets in all major media markets around the world, including the US, printed them. They generated cover stories and top ratings.

***

Daphne is well known for her first book, Saving Amy. It is about the six months Daphne and Erbil spent with Amy Winehouse and her parents.

That was three years before Amy’s passing, during the twenty-seventh year of her short but very memorable life. This encounter also produced the only interview with Amy before her passing.

Amy was quoted in People magazine, “Only Daphne Barak can explain my complicated life,” when the book was released in London in 2009.

It is also important to note Daphne and Erbil are the reason why Amy went to St. Lucia and stayed there for four months, but also why she returned back to London only two weeks after their week-long visit with her.

***

Daphne and Erbil have collaborated on two other books. In addition, while Erbil edited Daphne’s earlier books, Daphne also contributed to a chapter in Erbil’s book, GameChanger.

***

Coming Home with the Kennedys was one project they worked on together, which included photographs taken by Erbil during their historic trip to New Ross, Ireland. Daphne and Erbil were exclusively in the company of thirty-five members of the Kennedy family, led by Caroline, the daughter of John F. Kennedy, the thirty-fifth president of the US. The ceremonial week in June 2013 was to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of JFK visiting his roots for the first time.

Their other joint project involved a cookbook. It was called Mama Sarah Obama: Home Cooking Recipes. The recipes belonged to the paternal grandmother of the forty-fourth president of the USA, Barack H. Obama Jr. Daphne and Erbil cooked each one of these dishes at their home in California together with the Obamas while the book was penned alongside an autobiography.

***

The autobiography Mama Sarah Obama: Our Dreams and Roots and My Benazir are the other two books by Daphne.

My Benazir refers to Benazir Bhutto, two-time prime minister of Pakistan. She was murdered in a second suicide bombing attempt during an election campaign in Rawalpindi, Pakistan, racing for a third term in office.

Daphne and Erbil spent lot of private time with Benazir and her husband, Asif Ali Zardari, until her assassination in 2007. They were in exile, living in Dubai and New York, respectively. Daphne was in constant touch with both of them for two years before Benazir’s murder.

She was on the phone with Benazir only a few hours before her passing. More importantly, she was also on the phone with her husband Asif. Asif called Daphne repeatedly right before and immediately after the assassination.

Mama Sarah Obama: Our Dreams and Roots is the autobiography of the paternal grandmother of President Barack Obama. Daphne and Erbil visited her twice at her home in Kogelo, Kenya. It is a little village near the Uganda border, what Kenyans call “Up Country.” To you and me, it is deep in Black Africa.

Though she passed away in March 2021, visiting this (at the time) very healthy grandma was an adventure, considering she lived in such an isolated little village. To get there, they had to fly into the third-largest city of the country, Kisumu, near Victoria Lake. The second time around, their little chartered plane landed in a banana field, and soldiers emerged from it with a delegation to welcome Daphne formally.

The first visit was equally challenging to say the least in order to reach the soon to become “first Grandma of the US.” First, two weeks earlier, Kisumu was in the news. There were riots and about 1,000 people were butchered in the mayhem.

Second, Kogelo, where she lived, was a three-hour drive away from the airport. Traveling the pothole-ridden road to the Uganda border and back had to be completed before sundown for safety reasons. When they returned, it was midnight and airport was shut down.

***

The book itself was written in La Quinta, California, where Obamas from Kenya spent time as guests of Daphne and Erbil in their country club home. Daphne wrote the book from the voice of Mama Sarah Obama, focusing solely on Barack H. Obama Sr., father of the forty-fourth president of the United States of America.

In the book, she explained the relationship between a hugely talented son and the woman who raised him. A cookbook became the by-product of this project as they enjoyed all the food they ate together during the long journey.

***

Daphne’s sixth book was To Plea or Not to Plea, published in 2020. It is based on filmed interviews with political consultant Rick Gates when he was being investigated for the “Russia collusion” by the Special Counsel Robert Mueller and his team.

A quote from one of the world’s most renowned editors of a major daily in London, explains it best how Daphne Barak is considered a scooper that marvels the pros in the field: “Only you could have found yourself in this position, at the very center of a story which all the world is fighting for . . . and only you could have coped so well.”

Although this editor was referring to yet another Daphne Barak work, involving a scoop Daphne pulled during the passing of Michael Jackson (MJ), it is nonetheless fitting. Daphne spent time with Rick Gates when he was toxic, meaning no one dared to talk to him in order not to be subpoenaed by the special counsel. In MJ’s case, Daphne and Erbil were with the long time nanny of his children Prince, Paris and Blanket when the sad news of his passing was announced in 2009.

Daphne already had the scoop everybody was trying to get about MJ’s kids on the day of his passing from her, same as when Rick Gates was with all the answers regarding the fate of the forty-fifth president of the US.

***

Daphne’s partner in crime, Erbil Gunasti, a.k.a. “Bill” but also “Mayor Gunasti,” came up with his first book GameChanger: Trump Card: Turkey & Erdogan in 2020.

Apparently, Erbil had some spare time. He had been simultaneously writing it while he was working with Daphne filming for the book with Rick Gates. GameChanger is published in the US and Australia. It is also being published in Turkey and Japan.

GameChanger points to the Muslim migration and argues unless the USA and the Republic of Turkey work together, Western Civilization in Europe as we know it will be in jeopardy from demographic changes.

The book also focuses on the forty-fifth president of the US, Donald J. Trump, and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, still the president of Turkey. The two nationalist leaders started working well together in late 2018 and both presidents publicly acknowledged the book and congratulated Erbil for the job well done.

***

The authors have been GOP delegates at both the 2016 and 2020 Republican National Conventions. They started supporting Trump’s candidacy in June 2015 and they were with him all throughout his presidency.

Daphne has been a lifelong liberal. She supported both Clinton and Obama candidacies for the 2008 and 2012 races. She also hosted them and their family members at home.

As Hillary Clinton said when she was their guest for a fundraiser in 2004, attended by a hundred fat cats and Hollywood celebrities and entertainers, “Everybody has a six-degree separation, Daphne has zero!”

President Trump also said to First Lady Melania, “If there is one person who can do it in America, it is Daphne.” He was referring to the biggest scoops Daphne aired on US network television primetime shows.

***

Daphne and Erbil produced their Trump vs. Hollywood documentary in 2020. They filmed it with twenty-four Hollywood stars and entertainers during the COVID-19 pandemic in America. They released it a couple of weeks before the November 3, 2020, presidential election.

On November 4, they decided to revise the beginning of it to adjust to new realities. They called it Trump vs. Hollywood: The Two White Houses.

When the opportunity was offered to publish a book on how the documentary was made, they took the challenge.

They decided to focus on moments with President Trump after filming, as well as important times they spent in the White House after November 3.

Sincere conversations in trying to create a dialogue between “Two Americas” became the focal point, because by then filmmakers were already Struggling for One America.


CHAPTER ONE

The Journey
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At the beginning,
We had Fighting for America in mind.

Then we decided,
it had to be Struggling for One America.

We concluded:
Everybody in America was Fighting for America
and they were dividing America more and more.

That was not right, and something had to be done.
So, we brought twenty-four celebs from opposing sides and inquired:
“CAN WE TALK?”

Struggling for One America was developed long after the Trump vs. Hollywood documentary idea came to fruition. Daphne Barak and Erbil Gunasti, the director and the producer of the documentary, always believed in “One America.” As naturalized citizens, they decided to be part of the political process to fulfill a civic duty.

Soon, they witnessed to their horror that the presidential campaign was becoming a fight to the bitter end in 2016. Yet, they still had faith, like most Americans, that the system in America was the best in the world and it was going to overcome and heal the differences.

When Donald J. Trump was elected as the forty-fifth president of the United States of America, they thought there would be a new beginning. Winning against all odds, coming from behind, was the American way. Trump had done it with “American Spirit.”

In America, the republic was built on the premise that you earned when you worked hard. The “survival of the fittest” was one of the main pillars most everybody adhered to.

Yet, what took place from then on was nothing promising. By 2019, “One America” was a bridge too far, but worse, at a closer look, the bridge was not even there. The divide was too big and there was no way to bridge the gap.

***

On November 8, 2016, Daphne and Erbil got an early morning phone call from America. They had just arrived in Israel late that night. They were feeling relieved that the election was over, not knowing who had won the race.

It had been too much to bear since June 2015 when they first committed to candidate Trump. By now, like the majority in America, maybe they too had resigned to the obvious: Hillary Clinton had won the race.

No, it was not so! Their candidate was victorious. The phone call was from Jeff Stone, one of the senior state senators from California. He gave them the news with elation.

***

When they arrived back home, they found a new reality. They were two of the 1,237 delegates dedicated to the new president and took part in formally registering his presidency. Now, they were part of history.

Still, they had no sense of urgency. Not until receiving another phone call inviting them to Washington, DC. It was the beginning of a new journey for them that would also take them golfing in Florida . . . but not before a “Japanese Twist” that will take them yet to another unknown in the Far East.

Soon, they were going to be yearning to say: “California Here I Come.” Now they were spending so much time in the East Coast. Trump vs. Hollywood-type projects were coming into play and they directly involved the forty-fifth president of the USA.

American Spirit

Daphne and Erbil became Trump delegates with American Spirit.

They thought to fulfill this citizenship role by becoming part of the political process. Yet, supporting a very vocal underdog like Donald J. Trump as early as June 2015 was considered insane by lots of people.

All the while, there was also growing number of others who admired the spirit they were displaying for the sake of a process that is so dear to every citizen of this superpower.

The fact that Daphne, a lifelong liberal, was registering as a Republican delegate dedicated to candidate Trump was fascinating. Someone who earned a living from Hollywood choosing to brave such a divisive political process deserved an explanation but also respect.

Erbil, on the other hand, had already run for mayor of Palm Springs as soon as he became eligible as a newly minted naturalized US citizen, was nothing short of a lofty display of loyalty to the Republic. Never mind the fact that he ran to represent LGBTQ-heavy Palm Springs, where seven other candidates were Democrats.

***

George Washington is considered the embodiment of the American Spirit, without a doubt. He never wavered in the face of a challenge.

Thomas Jefferson, the nation’s third president, also infused the American Spirit with a new ideal: the notion that citizens can achieve greater opportunity, and equality, through learning.

Daphne and Erbil Never Wavered

The director and the producer of the Trump vs. Hollywood documentary never wavered in the face of toxic political process or the COVID-19 pandemic. Their American Spirit reflected on dozens of Hollywood stars and entertainers that they included in the project.

The task of getting a voluminous group of inaccessible, talented, resourceful, and accomplished elite of the society was an extraordinary effort. Yet, they were not disappointed. The prospects came out in hordes with “spirit,” so to speak.

Practically, none of them was talking to that point beyond the bubble they were living in. To build everything on a simple premise was yet another aspect of this accomplishment. Posing the question “Can we talk?” was at the least forcing the very issue at hand.

Hollywood Stars and Entertainers Also Came Out in Hordes

Simply put, it was a challenge for each one of these Hollywood stars and entertainers to join this call. Some of the Trump loyalists did not know who else was going to be part of the project. The rest did not know what the others had already said.

When all was said and done, the comments included in the documentary from Kid Rock, Andrea Bocelli, and Robert DeNiro were crystal clear. Each raised a high point with emphasis but also with emotion. They represented American pride, the esteemed place of the White House in the world, and the voice of Hollywood, respectively.

What Scott Baio, Dean Cain, Isaiah Washington, Kristy Swanson, Robert Davi, Kevin Sorbo, Sam Sorbo, and Ted Nugent brought forward was frank and to the point. This was an opportunity to state the facts openly and effectively.

Eric Roberts, Eliza Roberts, Avi Lerner, and Mark Geragos did not shy away from what they thought was right and wrong. They explained their point of view directly. Lorenzo Lamas complemented the documentary with his perspective.

Eric B, Too Short, Money B, Glen “Big Baby” Davis, DeRay Davis, and Claudia Jordan proudly and objectively stood their ground. By then, the number of those that did not waver was already close to thirty. However, the documentary included just two dozen of them.

Learning Was For Everyone

Scott, Dean, Isaiah, and Kristy learned that they were the first four to sit down with Daphne and must be given credit for being brave. Robert Davi, Kevin and Sam Sorbo, and Ted Nugent did not need encouragement; they were living within the spirit of Thomas Jefferson: learning, equality, and opportunity.

Eric, Eliza, Mark, and Avi sat down with Daphne, representing Hollywood liberals. They immediately noticed the documentary was preaching equality and providing an opportunity to balance the point of views. Yet, they were there to express the facts as they saw them and how they experienced them.

Plus, it was no secret to them that Daphne had been part of Hollywood for decades. She had spent time with many legends, had interviewed lot of them, had earned their respect along the way, and built an impeccable reputation.

African Americans Left Their Marks

When African Americans joined the project, the filmmakers had already learned a lot about the fears and anxieties of a good number of American elite. At that stage, they were not conscious of the spirit of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson.

After all, as far as they were concerned, Trump vs. Hollywood was not intended as a project to educate. Yet, since they were filming in real time, they were constantly learning. Now they were facing a bunch yet to tell their side of the story.

Who Else Did Not Waver But Also Learned?

Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton had both shown great determination to win the presidential race in 2016. Neither wavered. So when the results came, they continued with the same “spirit.” Neither was relenting.

Losing was not an option. Yet, this was a presidential election. One side had to win for the process to continue. Somehow, the “other side” never wavered in 2016. Similarly, in the next presidential election, when the “other side” won in 2020, the losing side returned the favor and continued not to waver.

***

In the previous elections, when Barack Obama had won against all odds, it was different. Defeated Americans then had accepted the results and respected the forty-fourth president and stomached the change that he brought to the country.

No one could have predicted that in 2016 the division in the country would continue and after 2020 it would even become worse, considering the outgoing president never conceded.

Did anyone learn anything from 2016 and 2020 presidential races in America?

The Documentary Was Filmed with American Spirit

Nonetheless, Trump vs. Hollywood was filmed and edited with the American Spirit of learning and never wavering. Participating Hollywood stars and entertainers reflected that in their spirit as well.

Yet, when the project was completed, America was at a crossroads. So, the filmmakers decided to make a revision at the beginning of the documentary. They added a historical footnote with reference to the Civil War of 1861 to 1865.

Now, they were posing yet an additional question, as if history was repeating itself. Like then, there seemed to be the prospect of the two White Houses in sight for this American Spirit to ponder. And the questions could only be answered with a book to put everything into a perspective.

Golfing in Florida

Golfing was not part of life for Daphne and Erbil until recently, even though they had residences in two of the most desired country clubs in California, each with 18 holes. For them, they were only nicely trimmed, secure, and peaceful grounds—the perfect places to work, especially when isolating became mandatory with COVID-19.

***

Meanwhile, in Palm Beach, Florida, membership in this club seemed to require a Rolls Royce. In some cases, his and hers were customary. Surely, the display of wealth was no different than other well-to-do country clubs across America.

Except here, everything was in your face. There were so many Rolls Royces around that the assumption was easy to make. Like the Jet Set of the 1950s that were required to have their own plane, the wealth here had its own denomination with a Rolls or two.

***

For President Trump, it was golfing that was the most important. He was in Florida regularly for that and hosting visitors at the same time in an informal setting. Invited guests were regulars and there was a waiting list for the privilege.

Lunch was the main event after the golfing round, next to the gala dinners. Daphne and Erbil would be invited to take their place next to the “First Table.”

President Trump valued these private exchanges and the opportunity to get information or opinions directly. In one of their private chats, he asked Daphne to whisper in his ear, aware that people were watching from other tables and trying to read her lips.

Conceived on Thanksgiving, 2019

It was late November 2019, where Bill and I celebrated Thanksgiving at Mar-a-Lago with friends. We were seated at a very desired long table, just next to the one reserved for President Donald Trump, with gold stanchion posts and red velvet rope around it.

Though the setting was a routine every night for the first couple, this had been one of the most “in demand” evenings at Mar-a-Lago since Trump had become president. And guests were competing for nearby tables with the president.

Beside eye contact with him, or a wave, it showed how many “connections” these guests had. No, not with the president. Actually, with the well-tipped club employees, but the optics managed to impress some.

That evening, the self-service buffet was as rich as the year before. Guests measured each other’s jewelry. Only the main player was missing—Donald Trump had slipped out of his “Winter White House” the day before, after playing golf, as usual.

He would fly sixteen hours to join our troops in Afghanistan. The trip was kept secret until it was safe to share it with the public the following day.

So, the usual presidential table was headed by Melania Trump. She was joined by her parents and members of the Trump family.

The next day, we were scheduled to have lunch at the Trump International Club with friends. I was not surprised to see the secret service there; yes, Trump headed to his beloved golf course, right after returning from Afghanistan.

I went to say “Hi” when he took his usual break for lunch. We chatted about our mutual friend, actor Jon Voight. Trump always reminds me, “Tell Jon how wonderful he is!”

I said something to the effect that it is not easy (for Jon or others) to support Trump in Hollywood.

He looked at me and asked, “Why won’t you film with these actors? They should talk about it.” Is that the moment the film, Trump vs. Hollywood, as well as this book, was conceived?

Donald Trump: Daphne Barak Business

No one could have guessed that what began that day as a project between Daphne and the forty-fifth President of the United States would be evolving and enduring. It was simply supposed to be a documentary called Trump vs. Hollywood, talking about mundane things at best by famous supporters of the president.

By the time the idea culminated into a book, the Civil War had already become “Close Encounters of the Third Kind” as the main thesis. What had begun as an informative exchange, inquiring if the two sides could talk, was now looming as an all-out atrocious moment in history no one wanted to remember, never mind experience again.

Meanwhile, with the turn of events on November 4, 2020, the documentary took its final form and was renamed: Trump vs. Hollywood: The Two White Houses. Now, it focused on what had long become the real problem of America: a split in society much like what may have taken place prior to the Civil War that gave way to the atrocities from 1861 to 1865.

***

Daphne had been involved in another equally monumental “war” of a sort in the past. It was between Donald and Ivana Trump and it was taking place everywhere.

Daphne had already become part of this duel by interviewing Ivana during their divorce case, which was followed globally. After that, she had also interviewed Donald. For her, giving equal access was the right thing to do.

Daphne was a dominant international interviewer in those days. She was airing highly rated sit-down interviews with Hollywood stars, heads of state or government, royals, and others with global name recognition. She was also syndicated in the leading print and broadcast outlets of all major media markets around the world.

***

Now, with Erbil, both as Trump delegates, authors, and documentary filmmakers, they could not have sat idle. There was a split in America and they had direct access to both sides. Daphne was known to have the “president’s ear” in close circles. She also had great friendships and, more importantly, a good reputation in Hollywood.

Daphne had a saying: “If we cannot have lunch with an interviewee after we filmed and aired the interview, we did not do the right thing.” With that motto, she garnered the biggest ratings and elevated the legacy of some the world’s biggest names including Princess Diana, Amy Winehouse, Benazir Bhutto, and Michael Jackson.

President Trump, with First Lady Melania and Erbil present, once turned to his wife and said: “You may not know but Daphne made the biggest rating in television history.” The first lady said that she knew what he was talking about and concurred. [Note: Daphne’s Our Son: Michael Jackson reached one billion viewers within forty-eight hours in fifty-three countries, premiering on ABC Television’s 20/20. It was produced with Elisabeth Murdoch.]

Was This Film Conceived in January 2017?

While preparations for the Trump inaugurations were taking place, rumors were flying about several well-known artists who refused what has been considered as “a great honor” to appear at the inauguration.

Bocelli’s Life Was Threatened

Andrea Bocelli was one of those names floating around, as he was considering performing. He knew Trump. He had told me before how thrilled he had been to visit the White House (during President Bill Clinton’s administration).

I was chatting with his wife Veronica. Bill and I had produced a special about their love story, Maestro at Home, an “ICONS in their own words with Daphne Barak” documentary series. I recalled his respect for our national symbols like the White House.

Veronica shared with me that nothing was confirmed in regard to the inauguration, and that there were other considerations. She sounded stressed about the rumors. And indeed, on January 14, 2017, Bocelli backed out of the Trump’ s inauguration because he was receiving death threats, including some against their young daughter.

Rick Gates Concurs

Rick Gates was the deputy campaign chairman and a member of the inauguration committee. He told me on camera, exclusively, how insane the situation was. There were not only threats to boycott Bocelli’s performances, but also actual physical threats on him and his family.

I was not even sure what Bocelli’s political views were. Having met Andrea and Veronica Bocelli’s youngest daughter, and their united family, it was a painful account for me to digest. It has stayed in the back of my mind as a troubling reminder.

Almost New Year: Roseanne Barr

Right after Christmas 2019, Bill and I were again in Palm Beach. Bill’s foreign policy book, GameChanger: Trump Card: Turkey & Erdogan, was about to be published in the US and key markets overseas. We had an advance copy from one of our publishers, and we stopped for lunch at the Trump International Club.

The local papers posted on their front pages that actress Roseanne Barr would be receiving an award along with me at an event in Mar-a-Lago at the beginning of 2020.

Being ousted from the ABC series carrying her name has been too horrific for her to put it behind and move forward. Whatever she did wrong, she immediately apologized for. She thought she had been a target before her fatal nightly tweets.

Trump, not a stranger to “tweet controversies,” supported her, tweeting that Hollywood had double standards. He mentioned how actress Debra Messing was not fired by NBC for tweeting to blacklist his supporters, while Roseanne was fired by ABC.

Trump and I were chatting when he asked John Nieporte, his golf trainer, to give me his mobile number and coordinate our private meeting with Roseanne. Trump then congratulated Bill publicly for his book, engaged in a longer conversation, and accepted a copy of the book.

The following day, he said, “There are other people in Hollywood who are hurt because they are supporting me. Maybe you would like to find out more?”

It became clear to me: Jon Voight and Roseanne Barr had already talked publicly about their support of President Trump. But what about others? Would they go public? If so, would they be candid about their reasons to voice their support of Trump, their timing, their painful moments? Maybe even funny moments? What is it like to be a Trump supporter in liberal Hollywood?

Jon was in the same state of (gallant) mind: “You guys find about as many others. Everybody knows where I stand. I have already talked enough.”

He shared some names and joined us for a couple of dinners or chatted with us over the phone while filming. We filmed a couple of the interviews at his studio, shared with his partner Steven Paul. Steven was also super supportive of this ambitious film.

We lined up names of those we wanted to talk to about “Trump vs. Hollywood.”

California, Here I Come

It is a long way back to California. So, does contemplating what transpired in Florida.

Since New Year’s Eve in 2016, Daphne and Erbil have been bicoastal, spending every other week on either cost. So, they started to play with the idea of the documentary.

Bringing conservatives on board was one thing but getting them “out of the closet,” so to speak, was another, and a gigantic task.

On the other hand, the idea of making a documentary with only three heavyweights was also intriguing. Yet, it never made sense when it came down to the message. Nothing that they would have said would have made headlines because there was no controversy. Plus, they had voiced their opinions loud and clear on many platforms.

The problem at hand was that America was divided, not that America did not know where it stood. So, appealing to One America made sense as opposed to “talking in the submarine,” like Daphne would often say.

They finally thought, what if they had many conservatives coming out of woodwork? What would they have? Especially if those conservatives had not voiced their opinions yet, or shared them enough times on social media.

Maybe they had differences of opinion or maybe they were all on the same page, reflecting how rigid the divide actually was.

On the other hand, liberals could also have had the same unity or division within. Until they were posed the question, and enough of them answered, the temperature could not be determined.

Then came the question of where to find all these Hollywood stars and entertainers in the first place.

Where else but in California? Rather, in Hollywood itself. In reality, it was Los Angeles, or better yet Beverly Hills. It is not for nothing “California, Here I Come” had become a coined phrase for lots of people in America and across the world in search of celebrities.

So, going home to California was the right thing to do. The project had to start there. Yet, first things first: they had to decide on the casting agent.

Casting for Trump vs. Hollywood: Blessing or Curse?

Jill Thacker, our casting director, jumped in with much energy. Weeks later, she would admit how sensitive this assignment would become.

Bettina Viviano, a conservative producer and a lovely figure, helped with a couple of casting decisions, and shared her tearful tale of her experience in Hollywood since she announced she was a conservative.

It looked like we were going into production. The direction of the documentary was clear. Bill and I and our team booked Hollywood players and some musicians who were Trump supporters.

Yet, I also included other key voices, like our friend, top Hollywood attorney Mark Geragos, who represented the likes of Chris Brown, Wynona Ryder, Colin Kaepernick, and many others. Geragos is a very vocal anti-Trump advocate.

Another friend of ours, mega producer Avi Lerner, was also included. Avi, like me, long supported the Clintons and Obamas. But in the 2016 presidential election Bill and I supported Trump, while Avi supported Hillary Clinton. I figured he would talk the anti-Trump lingo. Well, things would become interesting.

We also included Eric Roberts, the brother of Pretty Woman Julia Roberts and father of Emma Roberts. Eric, known as “the hardest working man in showbiz,” would not disappoint. Some of his anti-Trump rhetoric became “headlines,” even in a polarized Trump era.

Brett Ratner, a Hollywood director who was responsible for such mega hits as Rush, was included as well. He has not worked in Hollywood for a while, like others accused in the era of (mostly justified) #MeToo.

Our interaction with Brett would become way more interesting, time consuming, and literally sweatier than expected. Not to mention the mega media interest about him! And even more disturbing legal actions were uncovered by the media, weeks after we filmed with him.

All was ready to go. Then, suddenly, a big dark cloud spread over all of us: COVID-19. The production was delayed, as we needed to reset and make responsible decisions. A few weeks later, we started a safe and restricted production protocol.

Washington, DC, Mandate

In Washington, DC, President Donald J. Trump and his team, headed by Vice President Mike Pence, were the basis of COVID-19 protocol for the federal government. Very soon, they concluded that states had equal say in this life-and-death situation that was currently engulfing the great republic.

The protocol from Washington was summarized on the blue and white pamphlet. It was identifying the rules of engagement during COVID-19 and it was voluntary advice. It was also realistic because like Daphne and Erbil would soon find out, the circumstances and conditions were different in each state.

Yet, politics was also in play. In New York and California, there were ordinances from local authorities. They were making the rules, which were very conservative, restrictive, and interfered in daily life. In Florida and Texas, the announcements were symbolic, informative, and practically nothing was mandatory.

In other words, there were two Americas. The two most liberal states were acting very conservative in the face of pandemic, while the two most conservative states were most liberal when they came to the liberty of the individuals.

Washington, DC, was a story on its own. It was nothing like those four states and the rules there were extraordinary. Sometimes, they were brutal. Other times, life was beautiful.

***

Daphne and Erbil, though, were operating on a simple premise from the perspective of producing original content. There was a Republican administration in the federal government and it had issued a pamphlet for guidance.

So, it had to be observed and followed. In the states, the authority was local, so they had to abide by their rules. They simply had to respect that end of the spectrum.

Their experience in Washington up to that moment was serving them well. They had learned and adapted to the culture there. When George Floyd died in the hands of police in Minnesota and COVID-19 descended like a black cloud, nothing changed for them. Despite being affected deeply, they adapted and continued with the mandate deep down in their hearts and minds.

Being Part of the Culture in the Making

Daphne and Erbil first arrived at Trump’s Washington on New Year’s Eve in 2016. When balloons started to come down, there was a festive atmosphere.

They did not know then that the Trump International Hotel in Washington, DC, was going to be added to their stable of “home away from home.” The hotel had first opened its doors in September 2016. By 2019, they had been living in the hotel for two years. During the journey, they joined friends and colleagues when they came visiting Washington.

Mornings in the lobby of this historical building were always bright. If not sun, daylight was piercing through. It used to be the main US post office, but somehow it was refurbished and modernized right in time for the Trump presidency.

For Erbil, mornings in the hotel meant a chocolate croissant and Coffee Mocha. For Daphne, it was specially squeezed juice and Coffee Latte. That was their routine.

Then, there were friends and bureaucrats from the federal government, as well as members of the US Congress. They often joined them there in the afterhours and in the evenings.

Soon, many others were also migrating to this hotel, which was becoming like a shrine. Over the next four years, this place became the only other location in Washington, DC, that President Trump would visit outside the White House.

***

Daphne and Erbil first thought that “Trump vs. Hollywood” would be a good way to put everything into perspective. Yet it wasn’t until they embarked on this journey that they would realize just how big the divide in America was and that it would not be a fair portrayal if the other side was not represented.

When they came up with The Two White Houses version of the documentary, they were reflecting the reality at hand after the November 3, 2020, presidential election.

Now, there were existential threats to the republic. One was the pandemic and the other was overtaking everything when the George Floyd killing happened.

Suddenly, racism was taking America back to the 1860s. COVID-19 and the issue of racism soon became bigger than President Trump or Hollywood or America itself.

Hence, Struggling for One America was no longer a choice but vitally important to reflect the reality at hand, especially when Joe Biden moved into the 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

George Floyd Happened: Now Race Was Also the “Faith” of America

When we were halfway through the original filming, George Floyd was killed. The video documenting his cruel killing by a cop, who was kneeling on his neck while George cried for help and called to his late mother, shocked America. It shocked many around the world. It shook me in the deepest way. It went under the skin.

The filming of Trump vs. Hollywood would evolve then and there into an inclusive direction. As America evolved in true time, Bill and I invited well-known rappers, sports figures, and actors from the Black community to join the film.

We filmed, dined, listened, engaged, and tried to bridge with the other side—even with Trump! Now, it was becoming more than a Hollywood film. It was becoming America! In real time. All the while, COVID-19 was also continuing with its lasting and widespread effect, like the plague of the modern times.

Covid-19 is an Eternal Damnation

COVID-19 changed lives, possibly forever, but it is important to note when exactly it arrived in 2020, as far as this film and book are concerned. It came just before they began filming; in other words, the documentary itself became purely a COVID-19 project.

When everybody went into quarantine, restricted to homes, the filmmakers went out to do the job. Did it occur to them that the project could have gone down the drain? Apparently, nothing like that came to their minds.

Daphne has always been a go-getter. Nothing had ever stopped her when there was a scoop to get and no one else was able to get it. She had been known to earn the biggest ratings for the US network television prime time shows, time and again.

Now, considering the importance of this project, not even the eternal damnation of COVID-19 was an obstacle for Daphne. Going after only two dozen interviews?
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