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FOREWORD


There are two things in life you should keep to yourself until the last minute: (1) that you’re going on a trip and (2) that you’re writing a book.

With the first you get peppered with questions like “When are you leaving?” “What’s your itinerary?” “Have you packed yet?”

With the second it’s “How is it going?” “What are you writing about?” “When will you be done?” How’s it going?

How did it go? It went rough, easy, tough, tumultuous, happy, sad, joyful, tearful, bitter and sweet. Or, as I told that great former UPI editor Lucien Carr on the phone one night, “It’s like being on a psychiatrist’s couch.”

Trying to decipher old notes taken on the run and stopping to read stories written so long ago took a lot of time.

But like a trip that brings you back to a favorite spot on the globe where you learn more about it on the second or third visit, this project also has been a great journey. I’ve had a chance to take a new look at my career as a White House reporter and at each of its inhabitants over the past thirty-eight years, and even though I’ve said it before, it still holds true: The presidency may awe me, but not the president.

Yes, my career has been a big part of my life, but as my friend Abigail Van Buren said once, “There are three things that matter most to Helen Thomas: her job, her family and her friends.” She also used to tell me and all of her readers, “This is not a dress rehearsal,” always making me aware that we only pass this way once.

Much has been written about the presidents I’ve covered. So I chose to take the personal route and make this an impressionist view of what I saw, what I heard and what I felt through eight administrations. I have left it to others to tell the story of the policies and actions and legacies they left for history to judge. I’ve offered some opinions, a luxury I’m not allowed as a wire-service reporter, but one I decided to indulge in for once.

On the personal side, I have heard every president I’ve covered say that the White House belongs to the American people. I revere that statement and do feel that in many ways it is hallowed ground. So I have been immensely privileged—lucky—to go to the White House each day, every day, and to keep an eye on presidents at such close range, to see their human side—sometimes.

I submit that to live in that house is the greatest honor that can come to anyone, since it symbolizes the public trust that presidents hold.

As for reporters, we also hold a trust: to seek the truth and to keep faith with the people’s right to know. In so doing, we must let the chips fall where they may.

I have witnessed presidents in situations of great triumph and adulation, when they are riding the crest of personal fulfillment, and I have seen them fall off their pedestals through an abuse of power or what President Clinton called “a lapse of critical judgment.” I have seen presidents in times of great crises who are forced to make awesome decisions that affect us all. And I have seen them give way to personal arrogance that has shamed us all. For all that, one cannot help but feel great sympathy and sadness. We all suffer when we lose faith in our leaders.

Only in a democracy are reporters allowed to interrogate their leaders. Since we do not have a British-style parliamentary system, it falls to the reporter to hold government officials accountable and to explain their actions and policies.

It’s been said that the questions I ask of presidents are the kind that are on the mind of a “housewife from Des Moines,” and I hope that is true. To me, she personifies what the nation wants to know, and too many times these presidents have forgotten they are responsible and accountable to her and the country.

Too often we are seen as prosecutors, judge and jury. But I believe we serve the people best when we refrain from those roles for which we have not been chosen and instead present the facts as objectively as possible. That is the best way we can serve the public good.



ONE
Beginnings


A reporter’s work involves observing, listening and writing about people, places and events. I’ve been fortunate in that I’ve spent most of my time as a reporter writing about people in high places.

But it’s difficult for me to write about myself. I am always astonished when I’m out speaking to one group or another about the leaders and prominent figures of our country, the movers and shakers who make it all happen, and someone will inevitably raise a hand and ask the question: “What about you?”

I believe such a query stems from a sincere curiosity about what makes someone want to be a reporter and to make journalism a life’s work. The answer is that the excitement associated with the field, the daily rush in one’s search for the whys and wherefores and all the other clichés attached to the profession through the years are real.

Glamour has been another word I’ve heard bandied about to describe my profession, and sometimes it may apply, but believe me, glamour is the last thing I’d think of when I’ve been standing in a cold, pouring rain from 6:30 A.M. on, held captive with my White House colleagues behind a rope, getting pushed and jostled as we all wait for someone to come out and give us the details of what just went on in the Oval Office.

How many times have I heard, “You meet such interesting people.” That’s true enough, as is “You lead such an interesting life.” But as for anyone else who chooses this kind of work, the real magnet that draws one to such a demanding way to make a living is the irresistible desire to “be there” when the major historic events of our time occur. The driving force is and will ever be an insatiable curiosity about life, people and the world around us.

Let me be quick to point out that I’ve always felt it’s not my life as a White House watchdog that may be interesting, but the lives of those I’ve been privileged to catalog at the seat of power. And that privilege has carried a huge responsibility. Little did I know when I was growing up that I would choose a profession that was an education every day.

In addition to observing, listening and writing, a reporter learns how to ask the important—though sometimes unpopular—questions.

I suppose I displayed signs of wanting to know everything early in my childhood. I remember when a young woman friend came to visit my older sisters and I started asking her about herself, her clothes, where she lived and on and on.

In exasperation, she chided me, “You’re so inquisitive.”

Well, what could I do but ask my sisters, “What does ‘inquisitive’ mean?”

“Helen, you ask too many questions,” they responded.

I guess some habits are hard to break, but that is one I’m glad I’ve hung on to over the years. I’m sure any number of presidents will disagree with me on that point.

Strangers still approach me on the street, or in airports, and ask me, “Aren’t you a reporter, the one in the front row?” Or they will say to me, “You ask tough questions.” And many will add an encouraging, “Keep asking those questions. You’re asking them for us.”

Perhaps the most colorful comment of that type came in 1988. I was on my way home from work one night and the woman cabdriver turned around and said, “I’ve been trying to figure out who you are. Aren’t you the woman the presidents love to hate?”

General Colin Powell, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, once offered another solution to my penchant for questions. It was Christmas 1992, and he and I were guests at a party given by my friend and fellow enfant terrible Sam Donaldson.

The Washington Post had reported that President-elect Clinton was going to tap Powell as his secretary of state. I spotted Powell at the party and naturally I had to get the story from the subject.

I walked up to Powell and asked, “Is it true that Clinton has asked you to be secretary of state?”

Powell kind of sighed, looked at the person standing on the other side of him, pointed to me and said, “Isn’t there a war somewhere we can send her to?”

One of my family’s dearest friends, Lily Siegert, who was my sister Isabelle’s roommate in nursing school at Deaconess Hospital in Detroit, once reminded me that I told her when I was twelve years old that I intended to become a newspaper woman. It was the Christmas season and Lily was spending the holidays with us, and as was our custom, we were gathered around the black upright piano in our parlor.

They say there is a little bit of ham in every reporter, and even though I had been shy as a child—believe it or not—I wanted to be a star in my close family of nine children. So when i t came time for me to perform, I tried to imitate the Broadway singer-actress Fanny Brice and belted out a rendition of “My Man,” complete with a catch in my throat and a tear in my voice.

Lily remembers asking me: “Helen, do you intend to become a torch singer when you graduate from school?”

“Oh, no,” I replied. “I want to be a newspaper reporter,” and added I wanted to be a great one. It’s a goal I still aspire to.

Three years later, my choice of career was sealed. I was a sophomore at Eastern High School in Detroit and my English teacher liked a story I’d written and had it published in the school newspaper, The Indian.

Seeing my byline for the first time was an ego-swelling event, and soon afterward I joined the staff of the paper. I loved the ambience, the collegiality and the just plain fun of putting out the weekly. Printer’s ink was in my veins, I decided, and I became dedicated to the proposition that this was the life for me. In my last year of high school I was presented with a book of poems, Wine from These Grapes by Edna St. Vincent Millay. It was inscribed: “To Helen Thomas: In appreciation of the long hours spent with the staff, January 26, 1938.”

I’m sure many other reporters of my generation and those succeeding got their start this way as well, and the same was true later on when I attended the local city college, Wayne University (now Wayne State University), and worked on the college paper, The Daily Collegian. In fact, I can safely say that working on that paper was my vocation while attending classes and getting a degree became an avocation.

The experiences on those school papers gave me a sense of direction and dedication that have stood me in great stead throughout my life. Little did I dream, however, that I would someday become a White House correspondent covering presidents, oftentimes at eyeball range, with the audacity and insouciance to interrogate them and put them on the spot. Then again, asking questions was never a problem for me.

I am often asked whether I had any role models when I was growing up. Without a moment’s hesitation I always reply, “My parents.” My teachers inspired me, but my parents were my foundation and my guiding lights.

My father, George, immigrated to the United States in 1892 from Tripoli, Syria, which later became part of Lebanon. He was seventeen at the time and traveled in steerage. His possessions consisted of a few cents in his pocket and a small pouch he wore around his neck that contained a prayer in Arabic for voyagers. To this day, in my family, we say we’re glad our father did not miss the boat.

At Ellis Island, the immigration officer Anglicized his surname, Antonious, to Thomas and sent him on his way to Winchester, Kentucky, where he had relatives. He bought a wagon, loaded it up with fruit, vegetables, linens, candy and tobacco and sold them around the countryside.

In 1901 he returned home and married my mother, Mary, who was seventeen. My sister Kate was born in Syria in 1902, and when she was six months old the family returned to Kentucky.

I will always marvel at the courage, determination and independence of my parents. Their story is the story of every immigrant of every era. They had great hopes and worked hard for the fulfillment of the promise of a better life, especially for their children. I know my parents never thought it would be easy. They knew what was expected of them as new citizens of a remarkable new, young, vibrant nation.

I was born in Winchester on August 4, 1920, the seventh of nine surviving children—Katharine, Anne, Matry, Sabe, Isabelle, Josephine, myself, Barbara and Genevieve. My older brother Tommy was killed when he was twelve in a terrible accident when he and my brother Matry had gone to the theater. A wall that had been left standing in the empty lot next door collapsed on the roof of the theater during a blizzard, killing 115 people inside. Many times, as a young girl, I remember coming home from school and seeing my mother, holding my baby sister Genevieve in her arms, crying over him.

My family has been blessed with a makeup that has given most of us long life and good health, but in 1988, my sister Genevieve, the baby of the family, was the first to pass away. Like my mother, to this day I cannot think or speak of my beloved sister without choking up. Later on, I lost my dear brother Sabe and my sister Kate.

We moved to Detroit in July 1924, urged on by my parents’ relatives, who preceded them to the auto boomtown, and we settled in at 3670 Heidelberg Street on the East Side, a five-bedroom home on a lovely, tree-shaded street. My father paid $7,000 for the house, and we lived there until we sold it in 1946—for $7,000. The house developed its own history after we left. After passing through several owners, one decided to turn it into some kind of monument to abstract art: It was painted in a variety of colors and certain household plumbing items were attached to various parts of the roof, the front and the sides. The house drew so many gawkers who came to look and comment that complaints from the neighbors finally forced the owner to tear it down in the 1990s.

My parents adapted to their new midwestern home and we children did our best to Americanize them, but my father still traveled every year back to Kentucky to visit family and friends. We would eagerly await his return because we knew his suitcases would be crammed with hot Kentucky sausage, blackberry preserves and other goodies pressed on him by family and friends.

In Detroit, my parents set about raising our large family, and that meant long hours, hard work and services at the Greek Orthodox church every Sunday. My parents were deeply religious. My mother instructed us that if we dropped a piece of bread—the sustenance of life—on the floor we should pick it up and kiss it. One of my father’s favorite expressions was inshalla, or “God willing.” From my mother we always heard—when things turned out and we were safe—the phrase nichke Allah, or “we thank God.”

For my father, the American dream meant owning property and seeing his children get college educations. He bought a grocery store and a few pieces of real estate consisting of several rental houses and a building that housed six stores. He paid $20,000 for that building and lost it in the stock market crash of 1929, but he managed to hang on to the other properties.

My father couldn’t read or write, but he understood numbers and he had a quick mind for figures. Sometimes I think he had a computer in his head to figure out the bills that had to be paid. He kept his daily “business papers” in a bag, and at the end of the day, one of us children would read them out to him and he would do his daily accounts. And even though he couldn’t understand our report cards, he was thrilled when we’d tell him what our grades were.

My father looked like Theodore Roosevelt. He was a tall and imposing figure but full of humility, a very sociable man who loved people. My parents loved company and their social life revolved around parties at home and visits with their Arab-speaking friends, who would regale them with stories of the old country.

George Thomas also had a sense of social responsibility. He kept his store all through the Great Depression, and several times a week he would bring home the unsold produce in a burlap bag, which my mother would distribute to our neighbors on the block.

A botched cataract operation left him blind in one eye and a few years later, when I was eight, he developed the same condition in the other eye. Fortunately, this time the operation was successful.

But while his vision was impaired, before the second operation, I remember walking with him and guiding him as he would make a round of visits with his friends.

In those days poverty was all around us and everyone knew hardship. Our neighborhood was a real mix of German and Italian families—we were the only Arab family on the block—but everyone helped everyone else in time of need. At school, I was one of three students designated to go from homeroom to homeroom, picking up pairs of shoes that needed new soles or heels. The shoes went into a paper bag with each student’s name written across it, and the local shoemaker would repair them and return them to the school.

Next door to us lived Eva Kay and her six children. She had arrived from Germany to work as a housekeeper and was perhaps the best baker I have ever known. I have always marveled at how she kept herself and her children alive during the Depression, especially since many weeks the only income was a $13-a-week stipend from the city.

When I look at the old newsreels from that era—rich men selling apples on street corners, autoworkers lined up in the bitter cold outside the Ford Motor Company praying to get called in to work that day—I’m struck by the immense deprivation that went on, and yet, the sense of community prevailed.

Many years later, when I was working at United Press, a highly skilled Teletype operator, Gregory Eaton, told me of the despair all around him in those days in Washington and recalled the comforting words of Franklin D. Roosevelt in his inaugural address on March 4, 1933: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” These words raised his hopes and inspired him and millions of other Americans.

We did not think of ourselves as hyphenates, which seems to be the standard description when one talks of ethnic background. The term melting pot has fallen into disrepute these days, but that is how we saw ourselves on Heidelberg Street. There was a wealth of diversity of heritage and culture in our neighborhood that instilled in us a tremendous sense of tolerance. It was the epitome of the American dream that so many presidents speak about.

There were about sixty children on our block and everyone looked out for everyone else’s kids. We played on the sidewalks and in each other’s backyards. We stayed out late. Growing up in those years, I’m still astounded at how we felt no fear. It was, in retrospect, a fairly tranquil life for a youngster. We had no petty crime, no assaults. I can look back and be really thankful I grew up in such an environment.

That is not to say we were immune from discrimination. My parents and we children have been the victims of slights and insults along the way, but we grew up in a household that gave us the strength to overcome such treatment. Although I will admit, to this day, it still rankles me that, before we moved to Detroit, my father wanted to buy a lovely old home on top of a hill in Winchester, Kentucky, but the owner refused to sell him the property because we were “Syrian.” That kind of bigotry was commonplace in those days, and sadly it still exists, especially in matters of race.

We struggled financially, but again, we didn’t think we were deprived. After church each Sunday we gathered around the dining room table to eat the delicious Arab food my mother had prepared. During the week, with eight children coming and going at all hours in a rather lively household—my sister Kate was married and with a family of her own by then—my mother was always home when we came home from school. I would immediately call out to be sure. I remember often when she would fry potatoes—or try to—and as she put the golden-brown potatoes on a platter, we would grab them as we walked by.

But Sundays were another matter. Chicken and rice were always served, as well as kibbe, the national Lebanese dish, along with my personal favorite, meat pies. Around the table it was quite the scene: big, dramatic and loud, since everyone always had something to say, some opinion to offer, and we usually all did so at the same time.

Afterward, we would pester our parents for a dime apiece so we could go to the movies. Invariably they acquiesced, probably to give themselves some peace and quiet for a few hours.

While vacations were few, we did go on our share of family outings. I can recall many picnics at Belle Isle, a park near the city, and concerts there as well. Belle Isle was one of my favorite places back then because it meant a hot fudge sundae at the local Sanders Ice Cream parlor. Bob-Lo Island, an amusement park across the river, was another favorite trip.

I had fun growing up in that busy household, but I also was taught early that education was the Holy Grail. The house was filled with books and newspapers, and my parents instilled in all of us a love of learning and the value of an education. Also to their credit, my parents instilled in each of us, for lack of a better term, a sense of self—we were taught early on that great things were expected of us, and we all did our best to live up to the high standards they set. My brothers and sisters gave me an education beyond the classroom in my younger days, always bringing home books and records. When I was in junior high school, one of my sisters held us in rapt attention reading Shakespeare’s plays aloud.

Squabbles between siblings are to be expected in large families, and mine was no different. But we managed to get along most of the time, and each of my brothers and sisters has had some influence on me. Gen, the youngest, was our jewel: gentle, sensitive and courageous. Barbara, who discovered the poetry and romantic music we loved to listen to, is an inspiration even today. Josephine was voted the prettiest girl in high school, with brains to match. She became a teacher and still teaches science courses. Isabelle became a nurse and is still the guardian angel who comes to our rescue when called.

We think of my second-oldest sister, Anne, as our second mother. Still going strong in her nineties, she keeps tabs on each of us and watches over us, as she did when we were children.

My brother Sabe, who passed away, was kind and caring and was always giving me his extra change when I was in school.

Matry became a lawyer and has functioned as the family mentor for many years.

My oldest sister, Kate, was married when I was very young, but not so young that I cannot remember her gorgeous trousseau—especially the pink satin and wine-colored cut-velvet gowns—when she was married. The mother of fourteen children, she died at ninety in 1993.

Living through the Great Depression also created a tremendous awareness in each of us of the political system—something that has obviously served me well. Even though my father could not read, he kept abreast of the issues of the day by having one of us read the newspaper to him, and he let us know that we were responsible for keeping up as well. We were thrilled when he voted for the first time in 1932, marking an “X” after the name of Franklin Delano Roosevelt—I think we were thrilled, too, that he’d voted for the right man, in our estimation—since all hopes were pinned on Roosevelt in those days to pull the nation through its economic crisis.

I enrolled at Wayne in 1938 and since there was no full-time journalism program, I pursued a course of study as a liberal arts major in English. I wasn’t exactly the best student—I was freewheeling, iconoclastic and undisciplined, truth be told—but I did enjoy my history and sociology classes. One history professor by the name of Butterfield brought the subject alive for me. His lectures were dramatic, thought-provoking and inspiring. I also took a few psychology courses. In retrospect, those subjects have come in handy in my line of work; sometimes I think the classes in abnormal psychology have served me almost too will, if you think of the presidents I have covered.

One story I wrote for the Collegian in 1940 stood the test of time. It was a profile about Dr. David Dodds Henry, the third president of the university, who served from 1945 to 1952. When he passed away in 1995, Wayne State Magazine reran part of my profile of him. The article began: “Advisor, mediator, coordinator and chief trouble-shooter is only a cursory description of Dr. David Dodds Henry. As Wayne’s ‘man in the know’ there is perhaps no administrator on the campus better acquainted with the university or more aware of its needs.”

My best friend in college was Jane Stedman and we were a most unlikely pair. She was Methodist, straitlaced, proper, never without her hat and gloves. I was lucky if I remembered to run a comb through my hair. She was brilliant, a poet, and knew all the scores of the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, and would play them from her vast record collection when I visited her family home on the West Side.

She ended up teaching literature at Roosevelt College in Chicago, but her devotion to music stayed with her all her life. She wrote for a well-regarded publication, The Opera News, and married English professor George McElroy. I was a bridesmaid at her wedding.

I had a few jobs along the way to pay my college expenses. I worked in the college library cataloging books and reshelving them. And I’m sure my brother Matry’s heart was in the right place when he hired me to keep the books at his gas station, but they probably were never in worse shape than when I held that job. Those who know me today and my complete lack of driving skills find it more than amusing that I was anywhere near a gas station, much less working at one, but it was a nice way to make a few bucks. Matry sold the station to my brother Sabe later on, and fortunately by that time I didn’t need a job as a bookkeeper.

But college is also a time for “hanging out,” and I did my share with my friends. Across from Old Main, one of the now-landmark buildings on campus, was a drugstore, and my friends and I would meet there regularly to eat sandwiches, drink Coca-Cola and talk, talk, talk. We would shop at J. L. Hudson’s—still, to my mind, one of the finest department stores ever—where the service and the merchandise were first class, gift-wrapping was free and items could be returned anytime.

Virginia Nicoll, another of my college friends, sent me a letter in October 1996 that reminded me of those days of “hanging out,” but also of why many of my friends were working hard to get a college education:

Dear Helen,

Years ago, when we used to meet in the drugstore across from Old Main, with Iris Olin and Doris Watters, I would look at you with wonder and disbelief. Though you seldom said much about it, we all knew you were planning to become a journalist. You had a “dream.”

As a child of the Depression with an intimate knowledge of hunger and cold, I was seeking a rock, a shelter forever from those twin scourges. That rock, that shelter, was to be a teaching certificate and a job with the Detroit Board of Education….1

In 1940, as the storm clouds of World War II gathered over the United States and the debates raged on between the interventionists and the isolationists, my father passed away. At sixty-five, after so many years of hard work, his heart gave out.

Dad, ever the one to prepare for any contingency, had purchased cemetery plots at Forest Lawn and he was buried there. He’d also purchased life insurance policies to cover the funeral costs and had even bought $500 policies for each of us from the Maccabees Insurance Co. I decided to cash in the policy in 1997 and got a check for $480, but not before getting a letter from the insurance company asking me why I wanted to cash it in.

After the war was over, my mother moved to another house on the East Side, 3910 Buckingham, where she lived with my sisters Anne and Isabelle.

On Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, my family received a telephone call that told us that the son of a friend had been wounded in the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor. For most of the next day, we stayed glued to our Atwater Kent radio and listened to President Roosevelt on Capitol Hill asking for a declaration of war, calling the day of the attack “a date which will live in infamy.”

The treachery apparently was compounded by the fact that two Japanese peace emissaries, Ambassadors Kichisaburo Nomura and Sabiro Kurusu, were sitting outside the Oval Office at the time of the attack. But as we read history today, we can only think of so many mistakes that cost so many lives because of miscalculations, lack of communication and bad judgment.

My brothers enlisted almost immediately, the same as thousands of other American men. Sabe served in the Army and was wounded. He recuperated in a hospital in Chicago and eventually was sent home.

Matry also enlisted in the Army, but he was sent to Officer Candidate School and was transferred to the Army Air Corps. He saw action in North Africa and Italy and came home a major. He remained in the Air Force reserves after the war and eventually retired with the rank of colonel.

With the United States fully engaged in the war, I decided Washington was the only place I wanted to be. I was a journalist-in-waiting, but I didn’t want to be chasing fires and monitoring police calls. I graduated in the summer of 1942 with a bachelor’s degree in English, and with my sights set on a job at a newspaper, told my mother I was going to “visit” my cousin Julia Rowady, who was working for the Social Security Administration.

To my mother’s credit, I don’t remember her ever asking any of her daughters, “When are you getting married?” But she did ask me, “When are you coming home?” I don’t remember how I answered her, but we both knew the real answer. As my Washington “visit” grew from weeks into months, she would raise the question again from time to time, to the point where it became a kind of private joke. She knew what it meant to me to be in Washington, to be a reporter and to be on my own.

She suffered a series of small strokes and a massive one killed her in 1954. I often think of how brave and tolerant my mother was, as well as independent, a woman who had a passionate sense of justice. She was always “there” for us.

I was lucky to be born into a big family, with the enduring love of my brothers and sisters that continues to sustain us. Those of us who are left remain close to one another—and to the many children who have followed.

My parents had come to America to pursue a better life for themselves and their children. They worked hard and sacrificed to give us every possible advantage. Save for their wanting us to further our education beyond high school, they never told us what we “should” or “should not” do. They gave us a great gift: the kind of independence we needed to make our own way in the world.

On July 30, 1986, Democratic congresswoman Mary Rose Oakar of Ohio stood in the House of Representatives to have some text entered into the Congressional Record. It was taken from a news interview done with me about my father, and Oakar cited the piece in its entirety. The reason she gave for entering the text into the official proceedings was, as she said:

The story of George Thomas typifies the story of so many Lebanese and Syrian immigrants who have become role-model Americans. Recently, people of Middle East ancestry have undergone tremendous bias in this country. This is the story of a man who is indicative of the positive elements of this fine culture. It is a tribute to all immigrants who become model Americans. I hope by repeating this story that we not only pay tribute to the wonderful Thomas family.

Oakar read the article into the Record and the final paragraph makes me proud all over again of my parents, my upbringing and my career:

I feel that my ethical standards for life came from my father. He gave me a strong sense of right and wrong—and all the guilt that comes with defying it. He gave me a sense of morality almost by osmosis. Every time I make a stand for integrity, I feel my father. My desire to become a better person comes from him. That’s why I’m always fighting about discrimination and civil rights and the people’s right to know. My father saw injustice around but I never heard him complain. He was not a man to upset the status quo. His children did that.2

I will always be in my parents’ debt, and yes, I’ve done what I could to upset the status quo when it needed upsetting, and yes, they will always be my role models.



TWO
Washington: The Early Years


Washington has been described many times as a “sleepy southern town,” and despite the hordes of people working there for the war effort and the soldiers guarding the White House, I had to agree with that assessment when I first arrived. It was white collar, compared to my blue-collar Detroit roots.

It had beautiful monuments, parks and green trees everywhere. But it also reeked of strong racial and gender prejudices designed to keep blacks and women in their place, despite the efforts of the first lady, Eleanor Roosevelt.

I have always loved the story about Harold Ickes, who was secretary of the Interior Department in the Roosevelt administration. It seems that two young black government workers at Interior decided to have lunch in the department’s cafeteria, which had been off-limits to them because of their color. Two white women in the cafeteria were so upset they reported the incident to Secretary Ickes and demanded to know what he was going to do about it. “Not a damn thing,” he told the women.

When I first started with United Press, working the early morning radio slot, the bureau was in the old National Press Building on E Street. I remember a restaurant nearby where a few colleagues and I would gather for coffee or breakfast before beginning work. The restaurant allowed blacks to place takeout orders but they were not allowed to sit inside. I was flabbergasted at such treatment in the nation’s capital; it ran counter to every value I’d been brought up with. I’d attended integrated schools in Detroit, and segregation seemed so unreal to me. It was only the first of many revelations I would experience in my new environment. It’s still difficult for me to accept that Washington could have remained in such a primitive state well into the 1960s, when Lyndon B. Johnson blew the walls down with the far-reaching Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act, heralding the Great Society.

I settled in with my cousin Julia and her sister, also named Helen, my sights set on getting a job at a newspaper. It never occurred to me that I might be trespassing into a man’s world. It never occurred to me that I might not get a job in journalism right away. But I was and I didn’t.

I knocked on a lot of doors and got turned down in a lot of places. But I was determined to stay. I knew my family was there if I needed them, but I was determined and very proud that not once did I call or write home asking for money.

My first job was as a hostess at a downtown seafood restaurant, the Neptune Room. I didn’t like it and I wasn’t very good at it. The waitresses were a tough bunch to deal with; I’m sure they wondered who the hell was this new girl in the black dress seating customers. I remember them carrying on loud and long whenever a customer stiffed them on a tip. Maybe that’s why I tend to be a sympathetic tipper these days.

In any case, I didn’t last long. The owners complained that I “didn’t smile enough,” and luckily, I found a newspaper job the day I was about to be let go.

The Washington Daily News was owned by the Scripps-Howard chain and it was there, at twenty-two, I got my foot in journalism’s door as a copy girl for $17.50 a week. My duties included fetching coffee for the editors in the morning; sometimes I even made the coffee. But I guess I would have swept the floors if they told me to. As far as I was concerned, I was working in journalism.

Teletype machines clattered and cranked out the wire copy coming in with news of the war from correspondents all over the world, and when five bells rang, signifying a bulletin, I ran to cut the copy from the Teletype and race it over to the desk. The bells rang several times a day, with stories detailing the battles in the Pacific and the armies on the move in North Africa.

The famous war correspondent Ernie Pyle worked for Scripps-Howard and I would read his eloquent dispatches from the front. I remember most of the office being in tears one day after he filed a story about an Army captain who died fighting with his men trying to reach a hilltop. No one brought the war home more vividly or more tragically.

Women reporters, who more often than not were relegated to the society pages, were beginning to be moved into news beats as more men were drafted. After a few months I too was “promoted” to cub reporter, assigned to cover local news.

I was having a fine time running around town and writing stories. The Linotype men and the pressmen became my friends, as did the Teletype operators when I went to work for United Press. They were newsmen at heart and caught our mistakes more often than I care to remember.

Being in a newsroom was like having my every dream as a student come true. Watching great newsmen and newswomen perform under deadline pressure with the presses rolling was a heady experience. Listening to the headline writers argue over the right word was bracing.

One day, the sports headline writers were carrying on a lively debate, trying to think of the right word that would fit in the allotted space. I happened to be walking by during this discussion and said “clout.” It was the word they’d been trying to think of, and they all turned to me, their faces filled with shock and disbelief. That, however, was the beginning and the end of any voluntary involvement I’ve ever had with sports copy—or sports, for that matter. I’ve had to endure presidents who played golf, skied, jogged, sailed, threw horseshoes, hunted and drove speedboats. Athletic I’m not.

One of the more unpleasant jobs I had as a cub reporter was when the wire machines would print out the war casualty lists. They seemed endless at times, and it was painful just to watch as the copy paper filled up with name after name. We had to look for those casualties who were from the Washington area and contact the families. How I dreaded that, and the task was made even more painful if the military had not notified them by the time the list was published. I wince even now, thinking about it.

I moved out of Julia’s apartment and into one rooming house, then another, both of them run by southern women who seemed to be doing Blanche DuBois impersonations. No matter, my career seemed set and I was on my way. My satisfaction was short-lived.

When I became a reporter, I of course joined the Washington Newspaper Guild. After all, I was from a union town and joining a union was second nature. When a strike was called at the Daily News, I walked out with my colleagues. In short order we were all fired.

I had struck up a friendship with Betty Lersch. Another midwesterner, she had worked for the newspaper in Lorain, Ohio, before her arrival in Washington to work at the Daily News. We decided to become roommates and in the bargain became lifelong friends.

For women of that era, having a career was considered something to do until marriage came along, or so their parents thought. Unlike my parents, Betty’s mother continually wanted to know when she would stop this nonsense about a career, get married, settle down and raise a family. I didn’t know what to make of such a situation, but it was clear it pained Betty. Here she was a reporter working a job she loved in a fascinating city, and the only reaction she got from home was “When are you getting married?”

Betty ended up writing her mother a rather long letter, which her daughter Siran passed along to me. Her eloquent words bear repeating if only because they reflect some of the things that perhaps many women were feeling at the time but couldn’t express, and likely many more women since, before the idea of an independent life took hold.

In college I also found out how the other half lives. I hadn’t thought much about that before. My personal ideals stretched into broader ideals for all humanity. I love life. I love people. I love trees and rivers and hills and lakes and fields and good books and music and fires under great trees and in fireplaces. I love good conversation and heated debate and politics and newspapermen and politicians. I love good, kindly, mellow, well-balanced people. I love green grass and blue skies and F Street when it rains….

Nothing you or anyone else can say, can make me fall in love. If I do not fall in love, I may not get married. Don’t you see that, while my life is not your life, I am happy living my life…. I am happily and courageously living my life in the way that seems best to me….1

On the job front by this time, since every young man with a pulse was being drafted, Betty and I quickly found jobs in the National Press Building. She went to work for TransRadio; United Press, also owned by Scripps-Howard, coincidentally, hired me.

Aubrey Graves, the managing editor of theDaily News, gave UP the green light, saying I had not been given a chance.

I went to work for Arch Eddy, who had created and ran UP’s City News Service, called WCNS, an abbreviated news wire for clients that included government agencies and the Washington news bureaus of out-of-town newspapers. I also wrote local radio news. My day started at 5:30 A.M. and I even saw my wages increase to the princely sum of $24 a week.

Betty and I shared a fourth-floor walk-up at 1914 G Street, a few blocks from the White House. It was two small rooms, a kitchen and a bath. It also turned into a virtual salon for friends and reporters who dropped by for conversation and cheap wine several times a week. It was so small, Liz Carpenter once reminded me, that at one party we threw, we were so short of serving space that guests who wanted salad got it from a bowl kept chilled in the bathtub.

So many nights of so much conversation. We talked about everything, we debated ideas endlessly. One night we dissected the word money. One friend, George Blanksten, who later headed the political science department at Northwestern University, came up with one of the night’s best answers: “It’s a promise.”

When I think of those many, many nights, I think of how my education extended beyond the classroom, not unlike the scenes at home in Detroit with my brothers and sisters.

Betty was covering the Senate for TransRadio and one of our buddies who showed up at the “salon” was Allen Drury, then a United Press reporter who also covered the Senate. He later wrote the Pulitzer Prize-winning novel Advise and Consent.

I also met my longtime friends Dorothy and Gloria Ohliger. Dorothy worked as the secretary to Lyle Wilson, UP’s Washington bureau chief—a conservative Republican. He was also a fair boss and one who backed up his staff.

In those early days—literally—on the WCNS desk, I worked with two magnificent newsmen who taught me a lot. My pal Lee Hannify wrote a farm column for UP Radio, which was quite popular over the airwaves. Lee had been stricken with polio when he was seven and endured leg braces and crutches, but he never let his handicap get in the way of pursuing his calling as a journalist. He was a smiling Irishman who told wonderful stories of his childhood in Montana and his early days as a newspaperman in the West. And, like most newsmen of his day, he liked to imbibe a bit—but he never missed a deadline.

Then there was George Marder, a pioneer in radio writing, whose column “Under the Capitol Dome” reflected the depth of his knowledge of politics and the Washington scene.

The Ohligers introduced me to Mexican food and, in doing so, did me quite a favor about twenty years down the road. Those hot jalapeño peppers and tongue-singeing chilies didn’t bother me a bit when it came to sampling Tex-Mex cuisine at Lyndon Johnson’s ranch in Texas.

Also on hand was our upstairs neighbor, Dr. Anne Caldwell, who had fled Vienna at the start of the Nazi occupation. She worked in the Army medical library and cherished the freedom she found in this country. I always admired her strength and courage; listening to her tell how she refused to submit or sign a loyalty oath taught me that there are some things you don’t have to do in this world. She raised a wonderful daughter, Gisela, a lawyer and a fighter for human rights.

One of the most patriotic expressions I remembered from my childhood was “My country right or wrong,” and I remember asking Betty if Germany believed that sentiment applied as well. Later I learned that the complete expression by Admiral Stephen Decatur was a bit more equivocal. “Our country, may she always be in the right; but our country, right or wrong.”

It was my friend Dr. Pauline Stitt, an outstanding pediatrician, who enlightened me on that. She also had been afflicted with polio as a child, but like Lee, she did not let anything stop her as long as she lived. She also used to remind me again and again when I would quip “Ignorance is bliss” that I had to recite the full line, “Where ignorance is bliss, / ’Tis be folly to be wise.”

My life in wartime Washington was a dream come true: I was a reporter, I had great friends, I lived in a fascinating city. We’d go out to eat at reasonable—read cheap—restaurants, we would walk to the Potomac River, and we would sit on steps and listen to concerts at the Watergate, which back then was just a point of reference in the city. The hotel/condo complex under the same name was built much later. We would stay out late and scout the town. We knew all the good restaurants—all two of them—the Place Vendome and Le Salle DuBois, but we saved those for when visitors showed up and took us out to dinner.

My brothers and sisters would visit and a few times I acted as the official tour guide. As any Washingtonian knows, that gets very old very quickly, and on future visits I prepared as best I could for their arrival by stocking up on maps of the city. One time, however, Genevieve came to visit after her studies at the University of Michigan and she turned into a walking civics lesson as we strolled around the city. She knew the background and history of most of the historic sites and buildings better than I did.

For me, June 6, 1944, started out the same as any other workday—the 5:30 A. M. shift. We knew from the dispatches that had been coming in for days that the Allies were preparing to invade Europe—that was no secret. Where and when, though, were kept under wraps. Still, we knew it was imminent.

The night of the invasion, Betty and I and some friends gathered around a small radio on our dining room table and listened intently, with prayers on our lips. We stayed up all night as the hair-raising reports came in, recounting the landings in Normandy. At first the details were sketchy. We knew the long-planned invasion was under way, but reporters who were landing with the troops on Omaha Beach were at first unable to transmit. The first audio report came through in the early morning of June 7.

George Hicks of ABC, who was aboard the warship Ancon, could be heard describing the ships, and in the background was the sound of the exchange of batteries between the Allied ships and German batteries on shore.2

As the days and months wore on we routinely watched the wires all day at work, and when we arrived home, the radio became our link to the devastating carnage being wrought overseas.

I was filled with nostalgia for our nightly routine when, many years later, I traveled to France on assignment and saw the beaches of Normandy.

I first went to Normandy with President Reagan to commemorate the fortieth anniversary of D-Day, and returned with President Clinton ten years later to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the climactic invasion of Europe by the Allied Expeditionary Forces—marking the beginning of the end of the war.

Reagan made a memorable speech to a teary-eyed audience, including many of the American Rangers who had scaled Pointe du Hoc, a one-hundred-foot sheer cliff, to face the Germans. We then went on to Omaha Beach, which became a bloodbath during the invasion until a foothold was secured against the enemy.

In the mid-1950s, years after the invasion, General Charles DeGaulle took France out of the military arm of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and kicked U.S. troops out of the small French village where they had been posted. As President Eisenhower watched the Stars and Stripes being ceremonially lowered, he asked, “Do they want to send the bodies back, too?”

I was in the newsroom when the end of the war in Europe, V-E Day, was announced. Like thousands of others, I took to the streets, joining the joyous, hysterically happy throngs celebrating. I don’t remember going back to work that day. It was pretty much the same on V-J Day shortly after President Harry Truman made the electrifying announcement that he had dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima and then another one on Nagasaki.

Years later I learned how my future husband, Douglas Cornell, an Associated Press reporter, spent the day the war ended. While I was out celebrating, he was standing in the AP newsroom, dispatches from all the major European capitals—Paris, London, Berlin—and copy from the White House, the State Department and the War Department spread before him. He quickly scanned each dispatch and, standing over the Teletype operator, dictated for ninety minutes straight the unfolding drama of the end of the war. His editor took one look at the lead and said to the Teletype operator, “Let it roll.”

I have a framed copy of Doug’s story as it appeared on page one of the Charlotte Observer, dated August 15, 1945. The headline is in four-inch-high bold type: “PEACE: IT’S OVER.” The significance of the story and the elegance of his style still give me goose bumps. Anyone who has ever worked for a wire service knows what it is like to compose a story under the gun. The first three paragraphs of his story read:

The Second World War, history’s greatest flood of death and destruction, ended tonight, with Japan’s unconditional surrender.

Formalities still remain, the signing of surrender terms and a proclamation of V-J Day.

But from the moment that President Truman announced at 7 p.m. Eastern War Time, that the enemy of the Pacific had agreed to Allied terms, the world put aside for a time woeful thoughts of the cost in dead and dollars and celebrated in wild frenzy. Formalities meant nothing to people freed of war at last.

It is difficult to believe that in my lifetime I have seen America’s worst enemies become friends. Well, allies—that is certainly true of Japan and Germany. But for me, forgiving once-mortal enemies took some time. I remember telling the Japanese ambassador on one occasion, much to the chagrin of my journalist colleagues, “I remember Pearl Harbor.”

Another time we were in Bonn for a summit between President Reagan and German chancellor Helmut Kohl. Kohl made some remark I found irritating and I shot back, “Who won the war?”

Brash? Perhaps. But forgiveness is one thing, forgetting is quite another. For me, the memories of thousands of casualties at Pearl Harbor and four years of a world war are not easy to erase.

A lot of women reporters who got their break into journalism during the war got their pink slips immediately afterward to make room for the men returning home. Many publishers, however, were laboring under the false impression that the same young reporters they once knew would be coming back. They came back all right, but most of them did not want their old jobs. Still, about eight women were let go at UP; I guess working the dawn patrol and being low on the totem pole saved me. I survived, along with Ruth Gmeiner, who eventually married the Washington news editor Julius Frandsen, and Liz Wharton, who covered the Hill and eventually became one of the best—and most feared—copy editors on the Washington desk.

One of my colleagues, John Vogt, did return and turned the City News Service into a very profitable operation, where I continued to work until 1955.

But enough was enough. I was thirty-five and it was time for me to speak up, spread my wings and try my hand at reporting again. My friends, especially Sid and Eleni Epstein, the fashion editor at the Washington Star, had been urging me to tell my bosses that I’d paid enough dues on the dawn patrol.

UP was busy with a few changes of its own in those years as well. During World War II, the UP logo was a familiar sight on the front pages of the nation’s newspapers. AP, UP and INS (International News Service, owned by William Randolph Hearst) competed fiercely to be the first with the news, and the war years intensified the competition to fever pitch. But after the war, the American newspaper market started to shrink—and it’s been doing so ever since. Television, that new kid on the media block, could deliver breaking news stories faster, and newspapers began to fold or merge in competitive markets.

AP, a nonprofit cooperative that could cover any shortfall by raising its membership rates, had the edge thanks to a 1945 Supreme Court ruling that left intact its exclusive right to transmit news generated by its member papers.

In 1954, UP and INS began talking about a merger, and those talks went on and off for several years. On May 16, 1958, in a suite at New York’s Drake Hotel, UP president Frank Bartholomew and INS president Richard Berlin signed a merger agreement. The UP I worked for became UPI three years after I began working as a beat reporter.

At work, my boss at the time was Bob Serling, the brother of Rod Serling, a pioneer in the early days of television drama and the creator of the series “The Twilight Zone.” Bob went on to write the best-selling novel The President’s Plane Is Missing.

With Bob’s approval, I approached the Washington bureau manager, Lyle Wilson, and made my pitch. I got a beat much to the consternation of Julius Frandsen, who wasn’t particularly thrilled having women reporters around—something I couldn’t understand. After all, he and Ruth did get married and she covered the Supreme Court.

That same year, I traded in my old digs with Betty for an apartment of my own at 1711 Massachusetts Avenue, which was home until Doug and I were married in 1971.

With my nonstop work schedule and my propensity for burning the candle at both ends, living in an apartment was one thing, keeping it in order was quite another. In the early 1960s I found a wonderful housekeeper, Nellie Wigginton, who not only kept my house in order but me as well. I can only describe her as I describe my sister Isabelle, a guardian angel, as she was always there when I needed her. She was always up on current events and had saved the yellowed newspapers of historical significance back to the Roosevelt and Truman eras because she loved both presidents. She kept up with the news—and her favorite soap operas.

Nellie followed us to Doug’s apartment on Q Street, where we stayed until 1973. When we bought our place on Calvert Street she kept order there as well, and continued to do so well into her eighties. She loved to play the numbers and often told us that if she ever hit it big, she would buy a Rolls-Royce and hire a full-time chauffeur—and ride to work in style every day.

Ask Washington reporters today what their beat is and you will usually hear “I cover the Justice Department,” or “I’m at State.” I called my beat the kitchen sink: I covered Justice, the Post Office, the Federal Communications Commission, the Interstate Commerce Commission and the Department of Health, Education and Welfare. Every day I would run up and down Pennsylvania Avenue, picking up releases from each department or agency, which were issued at set times each day. A release could contain something as mundane as fifty feet of railroad track being moved somewhere in Minnesota to a stunning announcement of an FBI crackdown on organized crime.

The best stories came from the Justice Department. I remember covering the news when the FBI arrested a group of organized crime figures who had been meeting secretly in upstate New York. I was there when Attorney General Herbert Brownell sent federal troops in to protect nine black students entering Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, in compliance with a federal court order.

I also remember a rumor that used to circulate around the FBI: J. Edgar Hoover would add the name of a criminal suspect to the bureau’s Ten Most Wanted list and then—surprise—announce the suspect’s capture the next day.

I covered HEW in 1956 when Surgeon General Luther Terry announced there is a link between smoking and lung cancer. It took many years for that message to sink in.

One of the worst periods in post-World War II history was the McCarthy era, often compared with the Salem witch-hunts. It was a tormented, painful time for the victims and the observers. Senator Joseph McCarthy, a Republican from Wisconsin, tore a few pages out of the House Un-American Activities Committee’s book (I think it was the ethics part he threw away) and, in doing so, made a name for himself—an infamous one. He cited State Department officials as Communists and “pinkos.” His two investigators, Roy Cohn and David Schine, toured U.S. embassies abroad and targeted homosexuals.

Fear pervaded Washington. Friends turned on friends and informers named names to save themselves. Several took the Fifth Amendment against self-incrimination and still lost their jobs, their homes and their families. No one was exempt; even General George Marshall, the supreme commander of the Allied forces in World War II, was called a “traitor.”

Finally, some memorable, courageous people decided to take a stand. Among them was Republican senator Margaret Chase Smith of Maine, who delivered a “Declaration of Conscience.” And during the Army-McCarthy hearings, after a line of questioning that can only be described as brutal, Joseph Welch, a defense lawyer from Boston, cried out to McCarthy, “Sir, have you no decency?”

I will never forget that televised scene of the gentle, white-haired Republican senator Ralph Flanders of Vermont slowly walking down the center aisle of the chamber to hand McCarthy a notice that there would be a vote to censure him.

After that, nothing could save the junior senator from Wisconsin. His notorious tactics had done him in, along with the insightful, provoking, warts-and-all profile of him by the incomparable Edward R. Murrow on CBS. The Senate, as it rarely has done, rose to censure one of its own. After wreaking much damage, havoc and incredible pain on the lives of so many people, McCarthy was finished. He died a few years later.

While covering the Justice Department in 1954, I was sent over to be part of the team covering the Supreme Court, to await its momentous Brown v. Board of Education decision, which stated that segregation in America’s schools must end “with all deliberate speed.”

It was an electrifying decision, and UP had a top-notch correspondent up for the task, the late Louis Cassels, who eventually became the service’s religion editor. When decisions came down, reporters in the courtroom would grab the “paper” and send it via pneumatic tube to the office in the court’s pressroom.

When Brown came down, Cassels grabbed it out of the tube, turned to the last page and dictated a “flash”—which would make the bells ring fifteen times on wire copy machines in newsrooms all over the country—by telephone to the news bureau in the National Press Building.

None of us could predict at the time the effect that decision would have on our society, and the way it led to future legislation banning segregation in public facilities, hotels and restaurants.

The Supreme Court decision brought to mind those early mornings in that snack bar near the National Press Building where blacks were not permitted to sit inside. I thought it might be the beginning of better racial relations, but that was not to come for at least another ten years, when Lyndon Johnson, in his first presidential term, building on John F. Kennedy’s early inroads to break down the barriers, drove a few more nails into racism’s coffin with the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act.

In his Senate days, LBJ was essentially considered a southerner, but on the liberal side. When he assumed the presidency and began proposing his far-reaching legislation that comprised the “Great Society,” a group of southern senators came to him and demanded to know what he was doing, reminding him that in his populist days in the Senate he did not espouse such radical social change.

Johnson told them simply: “I’m president now—president of all the people.”



THREE
A Little Rebellion Now and Then


Q: When you first started out, did you face obstacles as a woman that you might not have faced if you were a man?

A: Where did you come from, Mars?

—Helen Thomas, interview with the San Francisco Chronicle, January 29, 1995

The ranks of women journalists in Washington thinned a bit after the war, but membership was healthy in the two professional organizations open to them. I joined both: the Women’s National Press Club and the American Newspaper Women’s Club, which later became the American News Women’s Club. And boy, did I get another taste of “a woman’s place” in journalism.

The National Press Club was organized in 1908 mainly as a men’s social club, a convivial hangout where they could drink and smoke and gossip—and presumably pass on news tips. As time went on, the club became recognized as an elite press forum in Washington, where government officials and foreign dignitaries would make major news announcements. Women reporters were left out in the cold and could not cover these events.

In 1919, twenty-eight women journalists formed the Women’s National Press Club and, as the years went on, began to give their counterpart a run for the money as they competed for the top-ranking personalities of the time to be their speakers.

The Women’s Press Club took in an honorary member in the early 1930s who was a legitimate journalist—Eleanor Roosevelt, who wrote a daily syndicated column, “My Day.”

Learning of the plight of the women reporters who were shut out of the all-male club and access to their speakers, Mrs. Roosevelt held regular news conferences in the White House exclusively for women reporters. And she made news, since most of her information came from none other than her husband; so women reporters got a few “scoops” in the bargain, shutting out the men.

On April 3, 1933, Mrs. Roosevelt announced to the assembled women that “beer would be served at the White House as soon as it was legal to do so,” indicating that the Volstead Act—Prohibition—was on its way out. Mrs. Roosevelt’s little “announcement” gave the women who covered her not only a heads-up about Prohibition but a one-up on the men covering her husband.

On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the admission of women to the National Press Club, I gave a luncheon speech and recounted how, in 1949, the club had renovated its bar and showed it off at a rare social event in which members could bring women as guests. The event coincided with the stunning news that Florence Chadwick had succeeded in swimming the English Channel in both directions.

At the bar stood Homer Dodge, a curmudgeonly but sometimes courtly gentleman who usually wore pearly gray spats.

As Ida Mae W. Ade, a journalist of the time, recalled years later, Dodge, who was always being quoted by his colleagues who considered him quite the wit, was moodily staring into his half-finished beer when he announced in stentorian tones, “A woman’s place is in the English Channel.”1

So much for courtly demeanor. But one day, a well-dressed woman showed up at the club, briefcase in hand, and demanded to see the bar. The club president informed her it was for men only. She then informed the president that she was from the Alcohol Beverage Control board and could refuse to renew the club’s liquor license. He quickly reversed himself and escorted her into the bar. But membership was quite another matter, and the mentality of the male reporters who kept us out was sometimes something to behold.

William Lawrence, who worked for the New York Times and ABC-TV, complained during his tenure as club president that there were only a few refuges where “men could retire from the shrill argumentative voices of the lady reporters.”

In 1955, the feisty and outspoken Sarah McClendon, a correspondent for a string of Texas newspapers, made her move. Sponsored by two brave members, she filed an application to join the National Press Club. I think they’re still looking for that particular application, but she did get in—sixteen years later.

In 1956, Liz Carpenter, a newspaperwoman from Texas who went on to become Lady Bird Johnson’s press secretary, was president of the Women’s National Press Club and managed to make a deal: Women reporters could sit in the balcony during NPC press luncheons. But it was stipulated they had to be escorted up the fire exit steps, out of sight, and be escorted out of the club immediately afterward. At the same time, a subcommittee was appointed to study the admission of women as members. Sometimes I think that “study” must have qualified for government funding, considering how long it took them to make up their minds.

I remember columnist Mary McGrory used to bring her lunch in a brown bag and eat it as she sat in the balcony with the rest of us. In later years, when there was another breakthrough and we were allowed to sit in the dining room and have lunch, Mary was asked how she liked it. The food, she said, was better in the balcony.

By the mid-1960s, the Women’s National Press Club had hit its stride, commanding newsmakers as speakers who were equal to, if not better than, some of those who appeared at the “other place.” In 1964, Senator Margaret Chase Smith announced from the club’s podium that she would seek the presidency of the United States.

But the National Press Club was still a favorite spot for government officials. When Lyndon Johnson asked an aide why his people went there instead of the Sans Souci—a very popular Washington restaurant—he was told that “it’s the only place they can go without being overheard by a journalist.”

I became president of the Women’s National Press Club for the 1959-60 term. Attending my “inauguration” were Attorney General William A. Rogers and FBI Director Hoover. Hoover was a real coup for me, as he rarely attended social functions. The FBI also contributed to the decor that day, pasting “mug shots” of me around the staid Shoreham Hotel.

Competition for speakers continued at a furious pace. Through the fifties and sixties, a number of women journalists—Alice Frein Johnson of the Seattle Times, Gladys Montgomery of McGraw-Hill, Lee Walsh of the Washington Evening Star, Fran Lewine of Associated Press, Bonnie Angelo of Newsday, Patty Cavin of NBC, Elsie Carper of the Washington Post, and I—continued to press the issue not only with the National Press Club but with the State Department and foreign embassies, which regularly scheduled heads of state and other dignitaries to speak at the all-male club, and members of Congress who would also speak there. We also pushed the issue with the newly formed Commission on the Status of Women, trying to get the message across that we were being denied access to legitimate news events.

Strangely enough, it was President Eisenhower’s invitation to Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev to Washington that gave the women’s club an ally to access.

The Women’s National Press Club, the National Press Club and the Overseas Writers Club all sent cables inviting him to appear at a luncheon they would sponsor. When the NPC sent its invitation, Khrushchev sent word that he would not participate unless women were admitted.

The State Department insisted the press luncheon should be held at the National Press Club, and women reporters were determined they would not be shunted aside for this major historic event.

We stirred up a storm of publicity, demanding our rights. We went to White House press secretary James Hagerty and insisted he intervene. After much back and forth, women reporters were allowed 33 of the 220 seats—or, as stated in the decree of club president William Lawrence, 10 men to every 1.4 women—and they had to fill out forms explaining the need to cover the event.

Because I was president of the women’s club, I got a seat at the head table.

It was September 16, 1959, and that was the speech in which Khrushchev told the audience: “We will bury you.” After that, the Cold War continued—and so did the ban on women becoming members of the National Press Club.

We did, however, get a chance to get our licks in. Today, there are several club events in Washington that feature “roasts” of honored guests. But back then, the Women’s National Press Club used to stage a “roast” of the national leadership every year. We sang, danced and lampooned the VIPs of the time.

In my year as president of the Women’s National Press Club, our performance was held over the weekend of May 14-15, 1960. Betty Beale, a staff writer for the Evening Star, began her story that appeared the following Monday:

Washington can now return to normal. The Women’s National Press Club has finished its annual hysterical flight into histrionics, having roasted the powers that be both Saturday night at dinner and yesterday afternoon at a reception.

As always, we normally mild, sweet-natured feminine scribes applied the needle with such gusto we don’t mind sheathing it for another year and returning to our hot typewriters for the benefit of world enlightenment.2

We were missing some of the more important guests that year, though. President Eisenhower was out of town for a summit, and as I explained in my remarks at the evening’s festivities, “Vice President Nixon is at Hot Springs, Virginia, hobnobbing with millionaires on the theory that you have to know one to beat one.” I also, in keeping with the theme of the night, “Politics Is Poppin’,” went on to note that “Hubert Humphrey has proved that a non-Catholic can’t win…. The Democratic Party has switched its campaign slogan from ‘Me, too’ to ‘U-2’…. Former President Truman is trying to negotiate a new Missouri Compromise … and the initials LBJ now stand for ‘Let’s Beat Jack.’”

One might think these government officials would have been lobbying the National Press Club to admit women just so they wouldn’t have to listen to or read about us eviscerating them—nicely, of course.

Finally, in March 1971, twenty-four women were admitted to the National Press Club. Even then, the president, Vernon Louviere, who had initially opposed admitting women, was hardly the soul of gallantry.

In his welcome he noted, “I have the privilege of being the president on this auspicious and historic occasion…. In a sense you ladies have carved out a piece of history for yourselves. Look what women have accomplished over the years and centuries. Perhaps your names will be added to the list…. Joan of Arc, Amelia Earhart, Carrie Nation, Pocahontas and Lizzie Borden….”

His list went on to include Jeanette Rankin, Mata Hari and Daisy Mae Yokum.

And the job front wasn’t such a picnic either. While we were fighting for press club access we also came up against some strange goings-on while covering the president. I ran across this entry in H. R. Haldeman’s book, dated August 16, 1971, when Nixon decided to go golfing at the all-male Burning Tree Country Club:

We had a really ridiculous motorcade going out there with a huge police escort, which was really horrible, and they drove right onto the club grounds and up in front of the caddie house, which was very embarrassing, and then it was topped off by (UPI correspondent) Helen Thomas getting out of the car and standing there watching him while the press car wasn’t even supposed to come in and no women are allowed at Burning Tree.3

Since those battles, the National Press Club has had five women presidents—I was elected financial secretary in December 1971—and speakers ranging from Indira Gandhi to Golda Meir to Gloria Steinem to Julia Child.

Steinem’s appearance as the first luncheon speaker of 1972 prompted the club’s new president, Warren Rogers, to comment on the recently won battle for admission, and he noted that he was a “principal leader in the opposition … but that was in the early dark days of my middle age. The scales have been lifted from my eyes. You know that, in the recent election, our entire slate won—including the biggest vote-getter on the slate, Helen Thomas of UPI.”

Warren’s remarks were nice, but I should point out that at the end of her speech, he presented Gloria with the traditional thank-you gift given to speakers: a National Press Club necktie.

Even today we search for the answers to blind prejudice that so long has ruled in our society—and is so damning to our profession that holds the public trust.

But the door of the National Press Club had finally been opened—kicked in?—and in later years, women gained entry into other male-only strongholds. In a few of them, I was the first to walk through the door. I can honestly say I don’t know why I ended up the standard-bearer, but when the opportunity presented itself, I wasn’t about to say no.

In my early days covering the White House, there was one off-campus event that women reporters were not allowed to attend, and again, we made some noise about it. We were fully accredited White House reporters and joined the White House Correspondents Association by dutifully paying our $2 annual dues. However, women were banned from attending the annual dinner in honor of the president.

Once again, we stood together and told President Kennedy he should not attend the dinner if we couldn’t. Kennedy agreed with us and that year women were allowed to attend, marking the first time in fifty years that females graced that banquet.

These days, the yearly dues are $25, the dinner is held in the cavernous ballroom of the Washington Hilton, draws an estimated 2,500 or so guests at $125 per person, is broadcast on C-Span and is considered one of the “hot tickets” when it comes to glitzy Washington events. It also has become a big game of one-upmanship among media outlets as they try to attract Hollywood celebrities to sit at their tables.

That scene couldn’t have been more improbable when I was inducted as the association’s president in 1975—the first female to hold that post. The executive board thought it would be a good idea—maybe a good gimmick—to ask Danny Thomas to be the entertainment at the annual dinner: at the head table would be two Thomases with the same ethnic background.

Accompanying Danny to the dinner was his daughter Marlo, well known for her stance on feminist issues. Maybe if Marlo had explained some of those issues to her father before the dinner it would have alleviated a few tense moments during the evening.

Thomas began his comedy routine and at first it all went well. Then he launched into a string of battle-of-the-sexes jokes, talking about “women in the kitchen” and other incidents of domestic humor. Some women reporters in the audience were taken aback by his lines and the hissing was noticeable.

After Thomas finished and the hissing subsided, it was my turn to speak. What to say?

I stood, took a breath and said, “Thank you, Danny Thomas, for advancing the cause of women.”

At a reception afterward, Thomas said he heard the hissing, and that was what prompted him to quickly add another line to his routine: “If you want to run for president, I’ll vote for you, honey, but don’t drop your pedestal, honey,” was how it went.

Marlo assured her father afterward that he had been a big hit and also tried to assure some of the women reporters that he had meant no harm. But some of the guests weren’t having any of it, and after making a few more comments at the reception, Marlo finally told her father, “Daddy, get out of here. If we make it out of here in one piece, we’ll be lucky.”

In 1975, I also was inducted as the first woman member of the Gridiron Club, which broke a ninety-year-old men-only tradition. This stronghold also had been the target of pickets, protests and a counteroffensive.

Every year the club, which exists primarily for this purpose, holds an annual dinner at which the members—reporters and editors—perform political skits and songs lampooning many in the audience, most notably the president and members of Congress.

For six years, an ad hoc group of men and women reporters called Journalists for Professional Equality had been picketing and protesting this white-tie affair and urging government officials not to attend.

In 1974, they staged a counter-Gridiron party to raise money for the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, a group that helps journalists in First Amendment cases and other matters. They went ahead with plans to hold another party in 1975, the year I was elected as the first woman member. The journalists’ group released a statement praising the Gridiron Club’s action and hoping that my admission would be more than a “token” gesture.

Unlike the battle for equality with the National Press Club, which had to do with access to the speeches of important officials, I wasn’t all that interested in the machinations of the Gridiron and I didn’t seek membership. When I was voted in, some of my female colleagues were quick to attach that “token” tag on me. But as I told the Washington Star, “I’m for any barrier crumbling against any discrimination. We shouldn’t have to fight for it, but when it finally becomes accessible, I won’t thumb my nose, I’ll just walk right in.” The vote to admit me, it was later disclosed, was 41-0, and one of the most important ones belonged to my boss Grant Dillman, who had done a lot of lobbying, cajoling and maybe some arm-twisting on my behalf. Grant’s action benefited not only me but all the women members who have followed, and he deserves credit for being the forward-thinker he was back in 1975.

The symbol for the Gridiron is a huge griddle; its slogan is “to singe but never to burn” the people who are being lampooned, but I do admit that there are times it’s been a close call.

Every president since Grover Cleveland has attended. Franklin D. Roosevelt attended eleven during his presidency. It’s the kind of evening where Washington’s reporters and the high-powered people they cover drop the adversarial relationship for one night—well, maybe not completely—and have enough freedom to laugh at one another. It helps to have a sense of humor and the hide of an armadillo.

Sometimes even presidents get into the act. Ronald Reagan appeared one year to sing adjusted lyrics to “Mañana.” George Bush and his press secretary Marlin Fitzwater brought the house down with Fitzwater playing Ed McMahon to Bush’s version of Johnny Carson’s “Karnak the Great” routine, with Bush appearing as “Tarmac the Magnificent.” Rosalynn and Jimmy Carter did a mean jitterbug and Bill Clinton entertained with a saxophone solo. Even Richard Nixon gave a piano recital.

My first year of membership, I got to strike a blow—more specifically, toss a pie—for equality in a song I sang with Newbold Noyes, the former editor of the Washington Star. We spoofed the lyrics to “Stout-Hearted Men,” declaiming the victory of “news hens” over “news hounds”:

Give me a hen who’s a stout-hearted hen, who will fight for her right in the sun

Add in some frails disenchanted with males and before long the war has begun …

On the last verse, which ended “When stout-hearted hens can stick together chick to chick” I smashed a pie into Noyes’s face. Let me point out it wasn’t my idea.

The Gridiron has admitted a number of women members since those early days, and I must say, I wonder how the men got along without us. Just like our shows from our Women’s National Press Club days, we have given our all in our performances.

Over the many “roles” assigned to me through the years, I’ve had a few favorites: In 1997, decked out in full western regalia, I got to portray Secretary of State Madeleine Albright as a “Pistol Packin’ Mama” who let everyone know she was the “new gun in town,” and in 1985—the one hundredth anniversary of the Gridiron and when the show was taped for its only time in history and aired on PBS—I went out onstage in full Italian opera diva garb and sang “I like my pasta / not ’cause I hasta” to vice presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro; in 1995, as Connie Chung, I told Newt Gingrich’s mother “you can whisper in my ear.”

I served as Gridiron president in 1993 and it was quite an evening, as it was President Clinton’s first dinner and we all had plenty of fodder for remarks: the health care plan; the number of young, inexperienced people at the White House; and the president’s jogging, among others.

The festivities began with the traditional “speech in the dark,” and I made reference to that milieu “as Mrs. Clinton’s health care meetings.”

The White House press office had already begun to close itself off from the press by this time, so I also got a chance to lob a few on that score: “You may have wondered why we’re gathered here tonight. It is to explain the new ethics rule. And after tonight we understand we should not talk to any government official for five years.”

I did compliment Clinton on choosing so many women for high-ranking posts in his administration:

Mr. President, you came into the White House with a mandate for change. It’s different all right and you have really lived up to your word to appoint women to the cabinet and other high places. But you really broke the glass ceiling when you named Dee Dee Myers as your press secretary.

So how come you gave George Stephanopoulos Marlin Fitzwater’s office?

Incidentally, we know that first cat Socks has been put on a leash so he won’t roam around the White House. That puts him in the same category as the reporters covering the place.

Senator Bob Dole, who gave the Republican speech of the evening, got a few singe-but-never-burn remarks of his own in. “Helen Thomas—who talked me into this—you look elegant,” he said. “The lovely dress Helen is wearing is from the new ‘J. Edgar Hoover collection.’”

Dole also took a few shots at the new Clinton presidency and his mandate:

When the White House found out that tonight was closed to outsiders, they decided to hold a health care meeting…. Anyway, we Republicans lost, and now we have a former Democratic governor in the White House. But there’s a big difference between running a small state and a nation. The main difference being that when the chickens come home to roost in Arkansas, they’re real chickens…. This week, of course, we considered the president’s plan to raise taxes, increase spending and gut defense. I’ve been asked what numbers to look for in analyzing the Clinton plan. The number that comes to my mind is “1996.”

When it was the president’s turn to speak, he gave as good as he got that night.

Preeminent among you is my great dinner companion, the first lady of White House journalism, and the club’s first woman president, Helen Thomas…. She’s spent more time in the White House than anybody here tonight. Still, it hurt my feelings when she demanded a security deposit when we moved in. Helen’s been in Washington so long, she remembers when the Electoral College was a high school. What brings us together—public servants and public nuisances alike—is our common love of politics. According to my language expert, George Stephanopoulos, politics comes from the word “poli,” which is Greek for “many,” and “tics,” which means bloodsucking leeches.

He did remind us all—and some days I think we need some reminding—that this is the kind of country that allows us to poke fun, lampoon and get in a few shots now and then at the person who runs the country. As he characterized the night, “It is a reminder of how fortunate we are to live in America, where every man and woman has the right to question, to criticize, and, just as important, to laugh at our leaders. This evening is not just a celebration of laughter but a celebration of liberty….”

I wonder what he thought in 1998, when, decked out in a Hillary Rodham Clinton-type pantsuit, I belted out new lyrics to the tune “Ball and the Jack”:

First you call your pollsters ev’ry night
They say ratings are high and the folks have seen the light
Ask poor Mike McCurry not to be forthright
Watch him spin around and spin around with all his might
Go before the Congress with style and grace
Tell them that you’re sending John Glenn out in space
When you’re through you leave them all agog—
And that’s what I call “waggin’” the dog.

Like the Women’s National Press Club, the American News Women’s Club was organized to give women reporters access to political figures, personalities and other VIPs who came to town. It maintains a permanent clubhouse at 1607 Twenty-second Street NW, thanks to the efforts of Sarah McClendon, who took on the massive project of finding a residence and won approval for the purchase. Every year the club sponsors a “roast” of a media figure and raises money for its scholarship fund.

On May 6, 1993, I was the “roastee” and my “critics” on the dais included Abigail Van Buren, Sam Donaldson, Andrea Mitchell, Sarah McClendon, the former Democratic congresswoman from Louisiana Lindy Boggs, President Carter’s press secretary Jody Powell, President Clinton’s press secretary Dee Dee Myers and syndicated columnist Carl Rowan.

Andrea got things off to a rousing start by remarking on how President Clinton had picked up his jogging pace since he entered the White House, “which is easy to do when you’re trying to get away from Helen.”

Sam paid tribute to me by saying, “She taught me everything I ever knew about questioning presidents, an act,” he said, pointing to me, “that St. Peter will someday punish you for.” Let me point out I take no credit for teaching Sam about asking questions; he is his own unique creation.

My favorite recollection is the story Sam told, one that he has told over and over and seems to have incorporated into his repertoire over the years. He remarked that “There was a day on the South Lawn when reporters were allowed on the South Lawn.”

It was during the Carter administration, and on that day, a cedar of Lebanon had been planted—an event that had me rather emotional. The president had shoveled in a few mounds of dirt and after he left, my colleagues urged me to pick up the shovel as well. So I picked up the shovel and began covering the roots. And, Sam recounted, “All I could hear were the ghosts of presidents past, present and future, saying ‘Shove her in, shove her in.’”

My dear friend Abigail Van Buren spoke of how the two of us met in 1973 on Dinah Shore’s talk show and proceeded to bring down the house by rereading a “Dear Abby” letter she read on Dinah’s show that cracked me up:

Dear Abby: Two women recently moved in to the apartment across the hall from me. One is a middle-aged librarian … the other is a gym teacher … they keep to themselves and I never see any men going in or out of their apartment. Do you think they could be Lebanese?

Looking over these “firsts” that fell to me gives me pause: They all made their point and they all advanced noble and justifiable goals. But being “first” wasn’t the point or the goal for me. I was in a certain place at a certain time and did my best to contribute to those causes. I remarked to a friend awhile back that “if you’re around long enough, they get around to noticing you.” I don’t think that was the reason behind my being named the first woman recipient of the National Press Club’s Fourth Estate Award, but of all the honors bestowed on me these many years, this one is special. I was the first woman and first wire service correspondent to receive the prestigious award, which put me in very heady company; other recipients included Walter Cronkite, James Reston, Theodore White, Herbert Block and Eric Sevareid.

The award ceremony was a black-tie dinner on December 5, 1984, and about four hundred guests attended, including President Reagan’s deputy press secretary Larry Speakes; Nancy Reagan’s press secretary Sheila Tate; NBC’s Andrea Mitchell; UPI’s managing editor Ron Cohen and my White House colleagues at the time, Norm Sandler and Ira Allen; and my former White House cohort from the Kennedy days, Al Spivak. I was especially touched that Jim and Sarah Brady made the time to attend as well as my dear friends Abigail Van Buren and Sam Donaldson.

As Larry Speakes pointed out, he had been “waiting four years to roast Helen Thomas” but decided to backpedal a bit, “because I still have to face her at the briefing tomorrow.” But he did engage in some good-natured ribbing about my reporter habits: “She’s the only reporter who writes what the president means to say before he says it.”

Then he read a nice letter from President Reagan, who wrote: “Congratulations on a well-deserved tribute to your professionalism as a journalist. You have become an important part of the American presidency.”

Abby, in her inimitable way, let everyone know in no uncertain terms the path of my politics. As she recounted, she was at the Gridiron dinner the year before and someone asked her where Fran Lewine was and Abby pointed over to where I was standing.

“There’s Fran,” Abby said, “just to the left of Helen Thomas. Now, I don’t remember who it was I was talking to but the person looked at me and said, ‘No one is to the left of Helen Thomas.’”

Sam, who had made quite the grand entrance as only Sam can—his plane had been delayed and it was uncertain whether he would even show up—told a story of the Carter administration, when the door to the press office was closed because the staffers were having a going-away party for a colleague. Someone spotted Sam and asked him in; later on, Ed Bradley of CBS got the same invitation, and eventually, I got invited. Then, lo and behold, President Carter showed up.

“Of course, Helen started out polite,” said Sam. “Hello, Mr. President, now about your energy program … well, of course, Carter ran away. So if you want to have a president at your party, don’t invite Helen or keep the door closed. But she taught me a valuable lesson: Never stop working.”

My former bureau manager Grant Dillman decided to weigh in with a warts-and-all portrait of me, telling the crowd “she always ignores her bosses. I can’t tell you how many times she’s been told to cut down on those sixteen-and eighteen-hour days.”

The festivities ended about 11:00 P.M., only to be followed by a UPI party at which my colleagues made more toasts and presented me with an inscribed vase with a lovely floral arrangement. We partied on till the wee hours of the morning.

When UPI’s Washington day editor Pat Killen called the White House at 7:30 A.M., he was a little astonished to hear my voice on the other end.



FOUR
New Frontiers


It was a serendipitous trip to the Soviet Union that oddly enough put me on the path to becoming a White House correspondent.

While I was president of the Women’s National Press Club, I invited Madame Nina Popova, head of the Soviet Society for Foreign Friendship and Culture, to speak at a luncheon. Several members were up in arms that I had invited a Communist to our club. But I stood firm on my choice and we ended up having a good turnout.

Her appearance in May 1960 coincided with a time of international stress. She had arrived in the United States just after the U-2 incident in which a U.S. spy plane piloted by Francis Gary Powers had been shot down over Soviet territory, and the Paris Peace Conference had collapsed.

Popova wore what seemed to be the regulation black serge suit and delivered a speech that conformed to her ideology. Afterward, she opened the floor to questions.

A member got up and asked her, “Why don’t your women wear makeup?”

“If they need it, they will” was Popova’s withering reply.

The mood was getting just a little hostile when another member got up and asked Popova if a member of the Women’s Press Club would be given “a platform” in Popova’s country similar to the one she was being given here.

“How many people would you like to address, Helen?” she said, looking at me“Three thousand?”

I assured her I wasn’t looking for a platform but I wouldn’t turn down a chance for an interview with Madame Khrushchev.

Popova promptly invited me to be a guest of the Friendship Society and to tour the Soviet Union, so off I went in October 1960 for a three-week visit to Moscow, Leningrad—now St. Petersburg—and Tashkent.

My treatment by the Russians could not have been more friendly and hospitable. Flowers seemed to appear out of nowhere upon my arrival in different cities, and a tea party followed every visit I made to a factory, a school or a farm.

My interpreter was a very nice, intelligent woman and a good companion, and when we got to Tashkent, I found myself doing a little “translating” for her as well. The cuisine was reminiscent of the wonderful food my mother used to prepare, and I would explain to her its origin and ingredients.
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