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Introduction

The acid test for any lifetime endeavor, I guess, would be to ask oneself, “Would I do it again?” Would I put up with the tension, the long and often sleepless nights, the thousands of hours on cramped airplanes flying around the globe when I hated flying?

Yes, I would. I would happily do it all again in a heartbeat—including the flying.

I began training for the job long before I knew such a job existed. In fact, I was learning the necessary skills long before I would serendipitously find myself involved in presidential advance work—and that it would become an occupation I’d love and pursue enthusiastically for close to twenty years.

Being a manager of American presidential appearances on the national and world stage was not the sort of job one heard about or saw in the want ads: Presidential Advance Man Needed: Previous Experience Helpful.

Working in presidential advance required from every member of our talented team a knowledge of diplomacy and foreign affairs, a layered and nuanced sense of history, the wisdom of an experienced psychoanalyst, the patience of Job, and the finely tuned sense of a psychic.

We would plan presidential trips well ahead of time. A team member or two would always travel to the site a week or two beforehand to get the lay of the land and a sense of how the local population anticipated welcoming the president of the United States, not always with open arms.

We would plan motorcade routes, security, banquet seating arrangements, and media interviews. We’d work with the press to find the best angles for newsreels and photos. We’d plan accommodations and access for the always large group of aides and hangers-on who inevitably traveled with the president. We’d work with the Secret Service to assure the most important part of any trip, the president’s life.

Every single trip was painstakingly choreographed.

The world’s eyes are on an American president when he appears at a summit meeting overseas or makes a major domestic speech. My job was to ensure those eyes were sympathetic and admiring. Every move a president makes takes on symbolic power. I would work with my team behind the scene, setting the stage for those remarks.

Nine times out of ten, things would work out, or at least come close. But there was always the danger of a major catastrophe lingering nearby, ready to pounce.

That is what made my time in advance work for Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush the most interesting job I’ve ever had.

My preparation for my advance career began at my family’s dining room table. I would listen and learn from the discussions of the sort of wide-ranging topics that arise when one’s family happens to own the Washington Evening Star, a leading newspaper in Washington, DC—at a time when newspapers held great sway and were followed religiously by readers of all political stripes—and I was no stranger to hearing the inside stories of what was going on behind the scenes. This would prove invaluable later when I was in a foreign country ahead of a summit.

The Star, my family’s paper, was the leading favorite among conservatives, and I inherited my family’s leanings.

My advance career led me through the administrations of three champion conservatives. I was among the few administrative officials trusted to make sure their ventures into world and national affairs went off flawlessly. While such work might sound sublime, juggling myriad details, oversized egos, and high-pressure schedules timed to the second, the work was something akin to herding cats—a white-knuckle affair in which nothing was certain but uncertainty.

I relished the opportunity and came to think of myself as a field hand—an essential cog whose work in the shadows of history helped present to the world the great messages many look to from American presidents.

The symbolic, sweeping, and emotional message George H. W. Bush brought to Poland as Lech Wałęsa’s Solidarity Party rose to power against the rusty Eastern Bloc leaders of the country come to mind. And, as it does, I also think of my own encounter with Wałęsa, who was a bit of a bully.

My meetings with Wałęsa, and with others, were proof that in advance work, anything could happen, and surprises were rarely pleasant. Take the time George H. W. Bush’s motorcade took a wrong turn in Detroit, or when Vladimir Putin essentially kidnapped George W. Bush, or when a blustering Ted Kennedy tried to insert himself into an event Nancy and Ronald Reagan had not invited him to.

Advance work provided hard answers to questions I did not know enough to ask. I would learn, believe me. Take American unions—a robust and vital voting bloc whose support was long sought by both Democrats and Republicans.

My unspoken question at the time was: Are unions that important?

The answer was an unequivocal “yes.”

Ronald Reagan changed that in 1980, when a new demographic, the Reagan Democrat, arose and helped propel him to the White House. Teamsters Union president Jackie Presser made sure his group would support Reagan again in 1984, and I was assigned the task of making sure Presser and his colleagues were happy. There were moments during my effort to arrange a Teamsters greeting for Vice President George H. W. Bush in New Jersey that gave me pause, though, that had me thinking, however briefly, that I might not live through the evening.

It all worked out.

I learned the other side of the union coin—again a reminder of the importance of the American labor movement—when, less than a week later, George H. W. Bush was nearly overwhelmed by an angry mob of steelworkers in Pennsylvania.

With the wrong sort of luck, at best, such incidents could dissolve into embarrassing and much publicized media coverage; at worst, such incidents could prove disastrous. I considered myself lucky because none of those incidents blew up and were essentially passed over by reporters. But I made my own luck by thorough and painstaking preparation for every trip I was involved in.

These were the types of foul-ups that made an advance man’s nights sleepless and his career very short if they didn’t end well.

I managed to keep the job over the years, so I must have done something right. That was another thing about being a presidential advance man. I knew things went well when I returned to Washington and heard nothing more after a trip. My main task was to set things up, then disappear; advance people are never meant to be seen and certainly never praised. But believe me, when something goes wrong, we are the first to be put under the klieg lights and blamed.

I had known nothing about advance work until the run-up to the 1980 presidential election, when I volunteered to help George H. W. Bush during his Republican primary race against Ronald Reagan.

At the time I was happy with my job in the hotel industry. Little did I know my connections and knowledge would thrust me into some of the most memorable events of my life, with world leaders, international drama, and an occasional close call with total disaster.

I came upon my advance career by chance—an unexpected and surprising turn of events. But, as I mentioned, I could not have been more prepared for it.

I got from my family a respect for conservative politics, which drew me to George H. W. Bush, the beginning of my long journey through presidential politics and the many summit meeting trips I supervised.

I got from my uncle, Smith Hempstone, a frequent dinner visitor at our house and a leading conservative columnist and later ambassador, an appreciation for how the media views a presidential event. Knowing what reporters were looking for, and the hard work they put in to get a story, helped me immensely in advance work.

When my father’s concert career led us around Europe while it was recovering from the devastation of World War II, I developed an appreciation for the value of diplomacy and the power of the United States. When we moved to The Hague, in the Netherlands, my mother, who was a friend of Secretary of State George C. Marshall, worked in an office for the Marshall Plan, which would provide $15 billion to help finance rebuilding efforts on the Continent. That was diplomacy as its best and most effective.

I would later develop strong survival instincts and a defiantly proud Americanism at an elite British boarding school, where I was the subject of much bullying. Being the only American at that school gave me a sense of strength and how to respond to bullies, something I used frequently in my endeavors on advance trips, none more so than dealing with the cantankerous Lech Wałęsa in Poland.

My English schoolboy days were a period in which I learned how to thrive as an outsider and as someone who grew to appreciate that other countries and other cultures do things differently from Americans—and that respect and appreciation served me well over my years in advance work, where I frequently dealt with foreign counterparts.

I suppose my graduate-level coursework in advance studies grew out of my time in the military, where I served as an MP in Germany. In the army I learned the necessity of understanding hierarchy and one’s place in the order of things—essential in advance work, where we were never—ever—to stand out or be heard. My MP work also provided guidance on knowing when the time for diplomacy is over and the time for forceful negotiation has begun.

I knew where the lines were, and I knew when it was time to cross them to get things done in the interest of a president.

My career in the hotel industry helped me fine-tune my rapport with self-involved guests whose egos were unbound. It proved priceless to me when dealing with the elite politicos of both parties I encountered in advance work.

Looking back on it all, I can say I had a résumé made in heaven for an advance man.

Over those years, I would despair at the failure of governments and diplomacy on a trip to Auschwitz. I’d ride the streets of Shanghai in a motorcycle sidecar, and I’d shake my head at how many times our meetings were wiretapped. I would learn to give a begrudging respect to my Russian counterparts, men I’d work with cautiously but frequently.

Breath-holding moments were as predictable as the rising sun. We’d dodge the notorious Shining Path guerrillas in Peru, butt heads with an imperious defender of Generalissimo Francisco Franco in Spain, and appall a French diplomat with our bull-in-a-china-shop arrival at a summit.

But we’d always pull it off, a feat that would appear to be transcendentally magical until one considered how much work we invested to make sure a trip went as best it could.

Looking back at it now, the rich and textured and truly wonderful experiences I had during my advance days proved extraordinarily productive for a job I hadn’t known existed.










Chapter 1


Auschwitz-Birkenau

The agreement when I signed up for the job was tacit—unspoken but clearly understood. Advance staff were meant to perform their duties and stay out of the way. We were to never get involved in the debate. We were process, not diplomacy; we were expected to add neither emotion nor opinion.

By the time I found myself in Krakow, Poland, in 2005 for a solemn ceremony to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of the infamous Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp, I had traveled the globe with American presidents for more than a decade. I had supervised the essential background details of summit meetings for three American presidents who had sought to avert war and promote basic human understanding.

I relished the gamesmanship and the tensions, and my closeness to great and positive events; I was extremely proud of my work and of America.

That ten-day trip to Poland would for me become a dark monument to the futility of such attempts.

I loved my work and would continue doing it enthusiastically for another four years, but the Poland trip gave me pause.

I had flown into Krakow days before, working as what the advance team called “the site man.” My job was to assure that things ran smoothly when the American delegation led by Vice President Dick Cheney arrived at the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum for the sixtieth anniversary of its liberation by the Red Army in 1945.

From my hotel in Krakow, I spent ten days making the short drive to the memorial, now preserved and open to visitors, who flock to the site from all over the world. I had made many such drives, attending to countless details for summit meetings and bilateral conferences attended by Presidents Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and his son, George W. Bush.

That drive was starkly different. Instead of concentrating on the details ahead that I needed to corral, I was filled with foreboding, struggling to control a visceral resistance to spending any time in a place of such unspeakable evil.

My fourteen-hour days would end with me standing atop a set of stairs between what had been two crematoriums on the memorial site. I would stare down at the steps where so many innocent human beings had walked to their deaths. I was drawn there, unable to digest the horror. I was not prepared.

* * *

The memorial service would be attended by more than a thousand survivors and the leaders of some forty countries, including our own delegation and others from Poland, Israel, Russia, France, and Germany.

Twenty years later it still haunts me.

My own dark tour of the two camps covering more than forty acres was a haunting reminder of how easily evil can insert itself into daily life. For me, it was numbing, incomprehensible. As I prepared for the ceremony, I walked slowly through rooms filled with the shorn hair of victims. I saw towering piles of eyeglasses and rooms of luggage so efficiently taken from the one and a half million men, women, and children who died there. I stared at the crematoria and the horrid dormitories from which workers left for the factories each day to perform the slave labor demanded of them by their Nazi captors.

On my daily rounds I would regularly pass the infamous sixteen-foot-wide wrought-iron sign bearing the words Arbeit Macht Frei (“Work makes one free”), under which prisoners would pass each day to and from their brutal work, the appalling cynicism of its creators nauseating to me.

Until that trip, I had never appreciated the degree of suffering inflicted on so many.

At the ceremony itself, after my work was finished and I became an observer, I would hear a camp survivor relate to the large gathering of world leaders how he had seen his father gassed, and how he himself had been tortured by the Nazis.

He spoke of the moment, of the overpowering symbolism of the gathering, and of his frustration.

“The message today is: ‘No more Auschwitz.’ But the world has learned nothing so far—you see they are fighting and killing each other everywhere in the world. Today they are saying a lot because of the anniversary, but tomorrow they will forget.”

I could not have agreed more.

Auschwitz-Birkenau remains a stark reminder to me of the impotence of diplomacy, the very thing I had spent so many years helping to promote. The memorial is a paralyzing demonstration of the folly of world leaders, self-interest, and war itself. More than anything it speaks loudly to the very human tendency to avert one’s eyes from things too dark to understand.

Thinking about that trip even now, almost twenty years later, I’m overcome by its power and the overwhelming sadness of that camp, the final resting place of more than a million and a half innocent human beings killed by the Nazis during World War II. It is a solemn warning about the basest of human impulse, and of hatred couched in political necessity.

For me it was a stark reminder of how power and insanity and political force can so easily produce what the German writer Hannah Arendt termed the “banality of evil.” Auschwitz-Birkenau is an indelible and horrible reminder that human beings have an innate ability to see darkness and horror and look the other way if it does not affect them personally.

I did my job preparing for the meeting very well. Everything went according to schedule, our leaders were protected and safe, and the entire advance team was efficient and accommodating. I had no complaints from anyone—usually a good sign at the end of a trip. From a purely operational perspective, it was a good trip.

But I will never place the word “good” anywhere near that haunting memorial. Thinking about it now, I wonder how I managed. I spent the entire time at the memorial lost in a somnolent grief, surrounded by the silent voices of the men, women, and children killed so violently and casually and efficiently by the Nazis.

I knew that finding a faint sliver of irony, some small moment of ridiculousness, was the only way to stop myself from turning off the lights and crying.

That George W. Bush did not attend the ceremony was perhaps another reminder that such events, conceived in a perhaps futile hope that such cataclysmic horror does not happen again, is possibly another indication that such things are easily forgotten.

The world’s press attended and wrote movingly of the ceremony. But there was a small subset who chose instead to focus on Vice President Dick Cheney’s attire at the solemn remembrance on January 27, 2005.

I might have had a hand in what the vice president chose to wear that day.

My job called for managing the site—arranging seating and hotel accommodations; coordinating security, transportation, schedules, and the individual demands of a group among whom egos were always oversized. By then I had grown used to juggling the avalanche of minutia. That was my job.

But on that trip, the details I thrived on arranging seemed impotent, trivial beyond my comprehension. In the presence of such darkness, how was I supposed to robotically assure a VIP that his limousine would be roomy and comfortable, his hotel room large, and his flights on time? It was the only time in my twenty-year career that I felt trivial. I wanted to scream.

The biggest elephant in the room was the vice president. Dick Cheney was not a healthy man. By the time he attended the memorial service, he had survived four heart attacks. He would have another in 2010 and would undergo a heart transplant in 2012.

The weather for the ceremony was expected to be atrocious, the ceremony long, and the accommodations for attendees spartan.

Though I did not expressly state it, Cheney’s health was behind a memo I wrote to the lead advance, Bob Athey, and to Ken Fairfax, the deputy chief of mission, the second in charge of our embassy in Warsaw.

January 21, 2005


Re: Managing Expectations re: January 27 Ceremony at Birkenau


I feel compelled to describe what we are likely to face at Birkenau on the 27th so that Washington knows what we are getting into before the delegation departs for Poland.


WEATHER CONDITIONS


On January 27 our delegation is going to face weather conditions that will challenge the mettle of even the strongest and fittest of us. Current weather forecasts place the temperatures at 17–20 degrees Fahrenheit. It will feel much colder when you factor in wind chill from 14 mph cold winds blowing from the northwest. The temperature at the Auschwitz Birkenau concentration camps is usually 10 degrees lower than ambient temperature. There are no windbreaks, hills, buildings, or geographical features to stop winds. There is no means of heating or other amenities—There are NO warming tents, hold rooms, or bathrooms. Heads of delegation will be expected to remain in their seats from the time of arrival until their departure two and a half hours later, with only a few minutes of movement when they are escorted a few yards to a plaque, where they will light a candle, and then to a guest book where they will sign their names. Auschwitz-Birkenau survivors, some of whom are in their 80s and 90s, are expected to stay seated throughout the ceremony. Other VIP participants, including our ambassador, will have to stand in one place during the entire ceremony.



ACCESS


We still need permission to get our motorcade as close to the ceremony site as possible. And as a special note, as of now our delegation will have to disembark at a security checkpoint and walk over 1,000 yards of rough terrain, which could be muddy or icy. Our success will depend on the generosity of our Polish hosts, who are also juggling the requests of 40 other delegations. We still have no confirmation how many vehicles and what type we can bring. Seating at the ceremony site has not been confirmed for Chief of Staff Libby, Liz Cheney, and her daughter Kate. Today in Warsaw, our embassy is trying to obtain seats through the ceremony organizers. If we cannot obtain those seats, we recommend direct intervention by the Ambassador.


We continue to press for whatever comforts we can obtain. We understand that hats, earmuffs, heavy coats, and scarves will not be out of place, and we advise all our participants to wear them. We are procuring 55 single-use chemical heating packs for VIP members of our delegation that they could conceal in their pockets, coats, socks, and footwear that should be able to provide some comfort during the ceremony; this amount will not be sufficient for all those who will be participating.


Cheney’s attire at the ceremony, an olive-green US Air Force parka with a fur-trimmed hood and hiking boots, prompted ridicule from a fashion columnist at the Washington Post. The column was picked up by the wire services and television networks and took on a life of its own.

I dealt with the press frequently and respected them, even admired their doggedness. Respecting the press, ingratiating myself to them, of course, was prudent in my line of work. It was a way to encourage favorable coverage.

But the Washington Post column on Cheney’s wardrobe irritated the hell out of me.

At yesterday’s gathering of world leaders in southern Poland to mark the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, the United States was represented by Vice President Cheney. The ceremony at the Nazi death camp was outdoors, so those in attendance, such as French President Jacques Chirac and Russian President Vladimir Putin, were wearing dark, formal overcoats and dress shoes or boots. Because it was cold and snowing, they were also wearing gentlemen’s hats. In short, they were dressed for the inclement weather as well as the sobriety and dignity of the event. The vice president, however, was dressed in the kind of attire one typically wears to operate a snow blower.


I felt it was a cheap shot, inappropriate and entirely devoid of useful commentary, given Cheney’s fragile health and the purpose of the ceremony. It was a lazy response to low-hanging fruit.

I must admit, though, that Cheney had done himself no favors.

The week before, in a snowy Washington, Cheney had sat outside in the chilled air to attend the second inauguration of George W. Bush and his own swearing-in as vice president, dressed in only a formal overcoat—sans parka or woolen ski cap for protection.

After the Auschwitz ceremony, pundits were quick to point that out. I loved politics. I was energized by the game, well read, philosophical, and pragmatic about my choices. In my job I avoided politics by necessity. It was a survival technique I learned early. Don’t jump into the fight. Do your job and move on.

I did wince at my role in the fashion debacle, though.

I felt Cheney redeemed himself in Poland, but it was in a little-covered address to a forum of world leaders in Krakow before the ceremony, with a moving speech that essentially went unnoticed in the coverage of his fashion misstep.

He stressed the importance of confronting evil before it takes hold:

The story of the camps remind us that evil is real and must be called by its name and must be confronted. We are reminded that anti-Semitism may begin with words but rarely stops with words and the message of intolerance and hatred must be opposed before it turns into acts of horror.


On this day in 1945, inside a prison for the innocent, liberators arrived and looked into the faces of thousands near death—while miles beyond the camp, many thousands more were being led on a death march in the winter cold.


Inside barbed wire and behind high walls, soldiers found baths that were not baths, hospitals meant not to heal but to kill, and the belongings of hundreds of thousands who had vanished.


The ceremony itself was moving. It lifted my sagging spirits and injected, if only momentarily, a sense of optimism.

I listened intently as speakers talked of the horrors of the camps. One—ironically, given today’s state of the world—was Russian President Vladimir Putin.

Elderly Holocaust survivors, some wearing tags with their prison numbers, sat stoically, wrapped in blankets in the blowing snow. For me it was an emotional testament to the strength of the human spirit, of its ability to survive and never lose hope.

Israel’s president, Moshe Katsav, told the gathering, who knew only too well, “It seems as if we can still hear the dead crying out.”

At day’s end, I was spent, emotionally exhausted. Then, as I always did, I returned to Washington to await my next assignment and was soon reminded that some lessons are easier listened to than absorbed.

Over the next month, I would read the headlines. In a few short weeks in February 2005, they rolled along:

Five were killed in Egypt in a clash between security forces and suspects in a holiday bombing aimed at Israeli vacationers. A United Nations report outlined the killing, torture, and rape of civilians in Sudan’s Darfur region and called for the perpetrators to be tried for war crimes. An unveiled secret report on the American base in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, detailed abuse of prisoners.

German President Horst Kohler told the Israeli Knesset that his country needed to step up its fight against anti-Semitism.

A court in Guatemala halted a trial against sixteen military officers accused of war crimes.

An American congresswoman announced a bill to ban torture by Americans of the growing number of detainees captured in George W. Bush’s War on Terror.

Six Rwandans filed suit in a French Court accusing French soldiers of complicity in the Rwandan genocide.

Former Bolivian president Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada and his cabinet were formally charged with genocide.

The former commander of the Bosnian Army announced he will turn himself over to a UN tribunal for a trial in which he was accused of war crimes against ethnic Serbs.

In Mexico, the Supreme Court rules that former president Luis Echeverria cannot be tried for genocide because the thirty-year statute of limitations has expired.

Three British soldiers were convicted of abusing Iraqi prisoners.

And so it goes.

I moved on. There were more summits to attend, more issues for the leaders of the world to discuss.










Chapter 2


Managing the Invasion

I am by nature an optimist.

My family and friends will tell you that I don’t wear pessimism well. However, to succeed in supervising diplomatic excursions on the national and world stage for Presidents Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush, I needed to develop a sense for imagining the worst that could happen.

The world was watching.

For the twenty years that I oversaw many of these trips, I learned to conjure the type of dark creativity that saw disaster in every possible scenario.

In summits and private meetings with prime ministers and popes and the Queen of England—during tense interludes where the threat of war hung in the air, in peace, and in the anxious atmosphere that accompanies any international meeting—world leaders sought advice or tried to gauge American intentions.

There was no better way to learn than to speak with a president.

The task of keeping a president from embarrassment—or worse—on the world stage was like building a house of cards in a heavy wind. If one carefully placed card goes down, weeks of planning go with it.

Wherever he appears, an American president is an actor onstage under the brightest of klieg lights. His actions—a handshake, a smile, a tilt of the head, a joke or a jibe, his body language, what he says or doesn’t say—are studied by allies and enemies alike. Those observers are reading the tea leaves for answers about what the most powerful country in the world is up to.

The most subtle stumble under such international scrutiny is magnified a hundredfold. A presidential gaffe is blood dripping into a pool of piranhas. Inevitably, a feeding frenzy ensues. For some observers looking for a weak spot, presidential mistakes serve as confirmation of darker motives from a country they view as having been too long at the top. A presidential misstep is Tom Brady throwing an interception or Babe Ruth striking out. It is newsworthy far beyond its actual importance.

My job was to prevent such frenzies.

Attention has been focused on American presidents’ actions overseas since Theodore Roosevelt became the first American president to make a state visit in November 1906 to the Panama Canal and Puerto Rico.

My job did not entail simply managing the president. That would have been a cakewalk. On any overseas trip by an American president, hundreds of assistants and aides and hangers-on who accompany such a trip bask in the bright lights, enthralled by the sheer enormity of the power and influence they have attached themselves to.

My job—enthralling, nail-biting, nerve-wracking, and ultimately fulfilling—called for directing these wild cards as best I could, trying to keep these people on script when they were inclined to ad lib. Summoning the resources to make the trip successful and error-free was a job worthy of Sisyphus.

In my tensest moments, I often felt I was the only passenger aboard the Titanic who knew enough to worry about the iceberg. Around me, everyone else danced blissfully to their own music.

I knew international embarrassment lurked behind every presidential misstep or misstatement. I knew adrift, somewhere, was the iceberg, waiting for an opportunity to inflict chaos.

Everything a president or high government official does is noticed.

I worked closely with representatives of the foreign governments we visited, and with security teams including our own masterful Secret Service, to draw up plans that would minimize the potential for physical harm. I acted as a human Rosetta Stone, interpreting the cultural differences that could create an unintentional insult. I worked cautiously with an often-antagonistic media to put my man in the best possible light, literally and figuratively. I had to keep each president hovering safely above the flickering flame waiting to consume him.

I loved my job.

Throughout the history of American leadership overseas, there have been great triumphs, embarrassment, and danger.

In 1958, then Vice President Richard Nixon’s motorcade was violently attacked in Caracas, Venezuela. Nixon could have been killed. I would see echoes of that Nixon trip when I arranged a trip for George W. Bush in 2002 to Lima, Peru, where a bomb planted by the infamous Shing Path guerrillas exploded four blocks from the American embassy. American Secret Service agents were, as always, in control and knew what to do. Actual presidential protection was not in my bailiwick, but I was charged with motorcade assignments, among other myriad details that could put the president in danger.

There have been other presidential incidents that sparked international attention, and usually not the best type.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt drew worldwide attention after he served hot dogs to the king and queen of England on their state visit in 1939.

At the Democratic National Convention that would nominate Harry Truman for president in 1948, organizers released dozens of doves into the stifling convention center in Philadelphia. Some of the doves died in their cages in the heat; others, struggling to escape the pandemonium, dive-bombed the delegates.

In a 1960 presidential debate in front of an estimated eighty million viewers that ushered in the Television Age and announced its unrelenting power, a gaunt and sweating Richard Nixon appeared no match for a tan and smiling John F. Kennedy.

On a state visit to Austria in 1975, Gerald Ford tumbled down the steps of Air Force One. Ford claimed an old football injury was the culprit, but that fall and others led to Ford’s growing national reputation as a klutz.

In 1977 the ill-advised hiring of a hapless translator led to Jimmy Carter telling his Polish audience he was happy to grasp at their private parts. In 1979, on a much-photographed fishing trip to his hometown of Plains, Georgia, Carter swung a paddle frantically at a swamp rat trying to board his boat—an act that was promptly broadcast nationwide. The incident prompted a week’s worth of national media coverage—and some critics to call Carter’s actions “cowardly.”

Ronald Reagan, much to the delight of his critics
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