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Forgive Washingtonians if they seem a bit obsessed, a tad self-absorbed. 

I am writing on April 6, the day of the 
annual Cherry Blossom Festival Parade 
here in Washingron. T he sky is blue, 
the air is soft, and rhe proper dignitaries 
have assembled along the Tidal Basin. 

Everything is in place, in fact, except for the 
blossoms the mselves. T hey we re at the ir 
peak last weekend. Many have fallen from 
the trees by now. Had Thursday's srorm 
been a bit more forceful, the graceful , 
gnarled branches might all have been bare. 
This is what I love about the cherry blos
soms-not so much their airy beauty, but 
their refusal to cooperate. 

For me, much of what one needs ro 
know about life in official Washingron is 
su mmed up in our highly formal, tightl y 
managed, and ultimatel y absurd response 
ro the blooming of flowe rs. It capru res us 
at our most earnest, our most cyn ical, and 
ou r most self-de feating, as we atte mpt to 
impose order and wri ng effects from a phe
nomenon over which we wrongly ass ume a 
sense of control. 

Le t me make this point in another way. 
A year or so ago, my wife and I attended 

a fri e nd 's wedding at which, following the 
best man's toast, ta lk at our table turned ro 
rhe public remarks made at our own wed
dings. Seated with us was a promine nt 
young conservative couple- he a writer, she 
a think-tank public ist. The woman re lated 
proudly how her husband 's best man role! 
rh e ir guests rhat this marriage would suc
ceed beca use she possessed three essential 
virtues. The first two had to do with sound 
teeth and card-playing skill. T he third was 
her inability ro justify more than three func
tions of a strong central governme nt. 

We in Washingron are no more like ly ro 
e ngage in uninte ntional self-parody th an 
the residents of, say, New York. But we do, 
I think, hold more t ightly to the illus ion 
that f irm principles, strong inte llects, and a 
well -crafted, bur suitably f lexible schedule 
will e nsure our success at work and in love, 
and e nh ance our appreciat ion of che rry 
blossoms. We ble nd, and no doubt confuse, 
the politica l and th e personal. We assume 
that the mind will o rder the heart, and that 
the heart will not protest. We be lieve, g iv
e n proper connections, rhat fate, like grain 
treaties, can be negotiated. 

Before I e labora te furth er, I should 
make ir c lea r t hat rhe Washington I 
am ta lking about is not so much a 

pl ace as a culture , a set of folkways that 
have developed to fac ilitate the pursui t of 
powe r and t he exchange of information . l 
shoul d also make it c lea r that when I first 
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moved here four years ago I hated the 
place. 

Imagine a town peopled entirely by for
mer srudent-council presidents. This was 
my first impression of official Washingron. 
People were chipper. They were cerebral. 
They were unbearable. 

The city had no baseball team, it had no 
neighborhood bars, it had no street life. 
Spontaneity was regarded with suspicion. 
One felt undressed without a necktie. 

People had odd habi ts, too. \ \latch ing 
Nightli11e was conside red the optimal con
c lusion of an initial date. A colleague wrote 
memos ro her husband and compiled "talk
ing points" for showdowns with her baby
s itter. 'Norst of all , the town was awash in 
opinion. Washington is the only c ity where 
people have platforms and expect that you 
do, too. It seemed rome the only diffe rence 
between a party and a political science q uiz 
was chardonnay. 

My biggest problem in adapting to Wash
ington was an inability to learn the lan
guage. Governme nt officials were always 
said to have "signed off' on something, but 
I never knew whether this meant they'd 
said yes or no. People were valued fo r what 
they could "b ring to t he table," and for a 
whi le I thought we were talking about 
meals. It took me weeks to work "That's a 
non-starter" in to everyday conversation. 
("How about Ch inese tonight, dear?" 
"That's a non-starte r, hon.") 

I was also fru strated by my failu re to 
make any headway in my profession. 
The re was so much I didn 't know. Though 
I've been a journalist for nearly nine yea rs 
now, it is on ly rece ntly that I 've lea rne d 
how to read a ne wspaper. For instance, "a 
source familiar with Sununu's thinking" 
can usually be rranslarecl as "Sununu." O r, 
in stories favorable ro James Bake r or crit i
cal of his rivals, "an official" should gene r
ally be read as "James Bake r." 

M y inabili ty to grasp even such sim ple 
facts began to make me paranoid . I 
t hought people wore c rede ntia ls around 
the ir necks to le r me know they were wel
come in places I was nor. (These suspi 
cions were fed by guys who wore these tags 
in t he sauna at theY.) A beeper was anoth
e r of t he sym bois of powe r I conspicuously 
lacke d. I t de pressed me to know no one 
cared whether I was "in pocket" or our. On 
a partic ula rly g lum day I decided rhat a 
Volvo motorcade (an amusing sight, acw al
ly) had been orga nized ro re mind me that 
nothing I was doing was so important that 
it could nor wait until the King of Swe de n 
reached his hote l. 

N ot that living in Washington was 
without its rewards. I left work one 
evening to find myself strolling up 

15th Street with Eduard Shevardnadze and 
his entourage. We spot Ted Koppel occa
sionally in a favorite restaurant. There are 
any number of opportunities to marvel ar 
the youth-and the hair!-of the women 
who date aging liberal senators. But, while 
I get as big a kick out of these sightings as 
the next person, they do nor exactly make 
the case for setting down roots some place. 

Now perhaps if Sheva rdnadze had 
asked my opinion on conventional fo rce re
ductions, or at least where his friends could 
have gotten some decent-looking suits; or 
if Koppe l, noticing the discernment I had 
shown in choosi ng the veal with pine nuts, 
had invited me to be a guest on his show, I 
might have felt differenrly. But no. 

\Vhat fin ally brightened my spirits 
about li fe in off icial Washington was that I 
found it incredibly dull. Socializing al most 
always seemed to have some profess ional 
purpose. No one at any of the receptions I 
attended seemed to be experiencing any
thing rhat could be construed as fun. I 
wondere d, cou ld this be? Why d id people 
of such obvious inte lligence stand around 
swapping what sounded like paragraphs 
from unpublished op-ed pieces. 

The reason, I discovered, was simply 
that much of what goes on here is incred i
bly complicated. Success, in many cases, 
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. _v { in Washington are no more likely to engage in unintentional self-parody than the 

residents of, say, New York. But we do, I think, hold more tightly to the illusion that firm 

principles, strong intellects, and a well-crafted, but suitably flexible schedule will ensure our 

success at work and in love, and enhance our appreciation of cherry blossoms. 

requires a soul-sapping obsessiveness. To 
take the business of federal government 
se riously meant plunging into pile after 
pile of see mingly undifferentiated detail 
and e merging with a solution. Or it meant 
catering to lawmakers, regulators, or foun
dation executives who seem to hold your 
cause in thei r hands. It meant keeping up 
with absolutely all the news, as well as the 
gossip, because in the web of official Wash
ington, pressure at any point reverberates 
throughout the community. F inally, if one 
was successfu l, it meant knowing that one 
had, in some way, changed lives. One may 
on ly have seen to it that more milo wou ld 
be planted next year, but that matte rs 
mightily in the M idwest. 

T his kind of work does not necessari ly 
make for glittering party conversation, nor do 
observations about politicians whose careers 
are necessarily prefaced on offe nding as few 
people as possible. T his is not to say the work 
is any less important, rather to point out that 
it makes for a fairly narrow and intensely 
work-oriented culture. T he Kennedy Cen
ter, for instance, is the Dodger Stadium of the 
performing arts, with audiences leaving early, 
not to beat the traffic, but to ensure a good 
night's sleep. 

T he most touching thing (I use the 
words with extre me caution) about offic ial 
Washington, however, is not its dedication, 
but its insecurity. M ost of the people who 
work he re are conscious of the danger of 
warping the mselves. T hey make a show of 
having othe r inte rests. The inte rests are 
generally those of a driven person: distance 
running, collecti ng hard-to-find antiques, 
memorizing batting ave rages. T hey are as 
anxious as anyone I've met for reassurance, 
eager to be told that wh at they are doing 
matters, that it will lead somewhe re, that it 
will be appreciated . 

This city is home to a self-consciousness 
that is, I th ink, unique. I will wage r that the 
citizens of Tulsa, before they take a strong 
political stand, do not agonize among them
selves about how the move will be perceived 
by those who live beyond the highways 
which link the m to the outside world . In 
Washington, every time someone sneezes, a 
poli t ical opponent suggests that these are 
not the alle rgies of people "beyond the Belt
way." Washington is odd this way- an arro
gant supplicant, be having with utte r disre
gard for polit ical reali ties in the rest of the 
country while asking unceasingly how this 
will play back home. 

Official \Vashington is embod ied in such 

seeming contradictions. This Town, as too 
many people call it (As in, " If you want to 
get anything done in T his Town, you bette r 
get to know Bob Strauss," or, "That's all well 
and f ine back in M inneapolis, but it will 
never work in T his Town" ), seeks direction 
but wants to lead; hunts for new ideas, but is 
paralyzed whe n they appear. This Town 
venerates the power by which it claims to be 
unimpressed and justifies this attitude on 
the basis of personal loyalties: "I've known 
the undersecretary for months now." 

This Town owes something of this pecu
liar character to the odd sort of people who 
come here, and I count myself among 
them. We are dreamers of unusually c ir
cumscribed dreams. T he point is not fame, 
the point is not fo rtu ne, the point is service 
to some deeply held and most likely arcane 
conviction, unless it is the pursu it of some 
equally arcane and self-gratifying scholarly 
or journalistic research. 

T his, of course, is when the point is not 
simply greasing wheels. This is a town of 
admi nistrative ass istants, cle rks of the 
court, advance staff, e vents planners. 
Washington is home to the Association of 
Associat ions. (You can look this up.) 

It is also home to more lawyers and lapsed 
lawyers than any city in the world. One can't 
toss a stone without plunking an at torney, 
which, as you might imagine, accounts for a 
good deal of the stone tossing that gets done. 
One out of every 10 parishioners at my 
church is a lawyer. Nine of the IS people in 
our book club are lawyers. T he rest are jour
nalists. They are, remarkably e nough, all 
q ui te pleasant. I mention this because the 
odds against any group of 15 lawyers and 
journalists being composed entire ly of pleas
ant people are so long that such an occur
rence is statistically, and perhaps historically, 
significant. 

I t was th is book club that taught me my 
greatest lesson about T his Town. Wash
ington is a secret c ity. I don 't mean FBI, 

C IA kinds of secre ts, or governme nt-scan
dal kinds of secre ts, although we've got 
that, too. I mean that people keep what is 
best about the mselves secre t. Perhaps 
you've see n th e old Saturday Night Live 
skit, "Whi te Like l'vl e," in which Edd ie 
Mu rphy becomes a whi te man and f inds, 
to his great surprise, that when white peo
ple are alone together they give each othe r 
things for free. Something simi lar happens 
in offic ial Washington. Whe n one f inds a 
sui table subculture, say a book club, a con-
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genial church, the frie nds of special friends, 
one ceases to act one's role and commences 
to be one's se lf. T his happens everywhe re, 
I know, but it is all the more welcome in a 
city where the forme r so often subsumes 
the latter. 

I think of t hese groups as alternative 
Washingtons and it is in these alte rnative 
Washingtons that I aspire to live . The 
ne ighborhood where my wife and I bought 
our home is a delightful mix of aging hip
pies, working-class black families, and chas
te ned yuppies like ourselves. The church I 
mentioned, Holy Trinity, is by my lights the 
most spiritually e nriching and intellectually 
challe nging in Catholic Washington. And 
ou r book group discussions are brief but 
deep communions with people whom, no 
doubt, l othe rwise would have stereotyped 
as d rones. 

\Vhe n one is less angry at a place, one is 
also able to see its virtues more clearly. I've 
begun to develop an affection for parts of 
the Marble C ity, that expanse of govern
ment buildings, monuments, and cultural 
mausoleums that sits in the middle of town 
like a massive civics class theme park. N o, 
most of its attractions do not bear regular 
"revis iting, and yes, it does mean more to 
visito rs than it does to reside nts. But I' m 
glad to have the Vietnam Veterans Memo
ria l nearby because it is the closest thing 
we have he re to a pilgrimage church and 
visits there are a consistently moving expe
rie nce. Union Station is among the love li
est public spaces in the country- state ly, 
clean, and capacious, the e mbodime nt of a 
19th -century ideal. And then there is t he 
Air and Space Museum, a reason to have 
children, or to be one. My son better like it. 

T he Marble C ity notwithstand ing, it is 
only recently t hat I learned what a limited 
sense of Washington I still possess. T his is, 
afte r all , a primarily b lack city with a rich 
local, rathe r than national, history. It is a 
place that does not much resemble the con
tem porary Dodge C ity conjured by urban 
affairs expe rt C harleton Heston and his 
ge ntle compatriots at the National Rifle 
Association, but which is struggling with a 
drug e pide mic that has ravaged its poorest 
ne ighborhoods wh ile leaving much of 
white Washington eerily calm. I t is also the 
hub of a wheel of racially and economically 
varied suburbs, from Prince Georges Coun
ty, home of an expand ing b lack middle 
class on the east, to t he horsier environs of 
Fairfax County to the southwest. In what 
we used to t hink of as the hinterlands rise 
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once small towns whose still-small names 
(Tysons Corner) mask the fact that they 
now boast more office space than down
town Seattle. 

My truest sense, though, of how vibrant 
and how real this area is has come over the 
past few months. I am on a leave of ab
sence· which, for half a semester, a llowed 
me to teach an English course for students 
preparing for their Graduate Equivalency 
Degree examinations. The class, and the 
free school that sponsors it, are a haven for 
Asian, Hispanic, and African immigrants, 
some of whom are still learning the lan
guage and others who have already made 
the first steps into the city's service econ
omy. My first night I swore that I recog
nized a woman who worked in the Wash
ington Post's cafeteria and another who had 
waited on me in a Mexican restaurant. 

It was a mome nt when I was struck not 
so much by official Washington's blindness 
to the striving all around it, but by my own. 
I felt, that even ing, as though there was 
more to be gai ned in exploring this Wash
ington than in railing against the other one. 

I have been trying to be true to that rev
elation, but opportunities for indigna
tion are always close at hand. T he other 

day a fri e nd was te lling me about an ac
quaintance's new beau. T he man is a 
White House speech write r and my fri e nd 
said he coined the phrase "just war" to 
he lp President Bush describe our involve
me nt in the Persian G ulf. I mentioned that 
Sr. Augustine had polished the same coin 
with some distinction 1,500 years ago, but 
we agreed that Augustine never applied it 
specifica lly to Ope ration Dese rt Storm, 
and so a certain amount of credit was due . 

It was, I believe, that great statesman 
E lvis Costello who offered the best advice 
on life in T his Town whe n he sang, "\Veil , 
I used to be disgusted, but now I try to be 
amused." Or was t hat a source familiar 
with Sununu's thinking? 

Anyway, don 't come to Washington. But 
if you do come, stay. • 

W AI.:r ER P. CALAHAN, a 1978graduateofthe New
hollse School's photoj o11m alism program, provided 
pot1raits for the Washington, D.C. , section. He is a 
free-lance photographn; wor/.:ing in Washington. 

O A\"1 D BRODA also provided portmitsfor the 
Washi11gton section. He is a 1976 graduate of the 
College of Atts and Scimces, 110'11!.' employed i11 the 
Syrac11se U11ivenity Photo Ce//tet: 

M ARTY BLAKE, who created the ill11stn:ttions for 
this special sectio11, is a 1979 graduate of the College 
of Visual and Pet.forming A11s. Blake, who grew up 
in Washington and now lives near Svmc11se, is a 
freelance illustmtot: 
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Greenberg House gives Syracuse University a much needed 

headquarters in the nations capital. 
~ 

Kevin Gottl ieb is a savvy political animal , 
possessed of boundless energy. A vet
eran of the D.C. inside track, he has 

worked with senators Gaylord Nelson, Alan 
Cranston, and Donald Riegle as a policy analyst. 
Today Gottlieb, who graduated from the Maxwell 
School in 1970 with a doctorate in political sci
ence, runs his own policy-analysis firm. 

"When I left Maxwell, I vowed to find a way to 
bring students to Washington to learn how poli
cies are made," says Gottlieb. "It was an oppor
tunity I wish I had as a graduate student. So 
when Guthrie Birkhead, former [Maxwell School] 
dean, and Bernard Jump, director of the public 
administration program, asked me to consider 
creating a regular seminar, I took it on immedi
ately." 

The three-week seminar, open to SU students 
only, includes both classes and an internship at a 
Washington-based agency. "These classes crack
le with intensity," says Gottlieb. "With a faculty 
made up of senators, agency directors, and jour
nalists, lively interchange is the order of the day" 
Faculty members have included former Senator 
Gaylord Nelson, Assistant Secretary of the Trea
sury Sidney Jones, and PBS correspondent Paul 
Duke. 

sti ll offer midcareer training to government 
workers just as schools located in or near the 
capital do." 

Maxwell and other Syracuse alumni find the 
Greenberg House a convenient site for a variety 
of activities. Three separate alumni groups 
(Maxwell, Newhouse, and the SU Club of Wash-

., 
Kevin Gottlieb (front left) and the annual Washington 
seminar at Greenberg House. 

ington) regularly schedule meetings and 
events there. Two hotlines offer information 
about upcoming activities and about jobs in 
the public sector. And, of course, big-screen 
television is at the ready for SU sports brOadc 
casts. 

Gr~enberg House also l'{elcomes cas,ual visi
tors. Drop-in alurnni and frie~ds find aready 

. supply of SU literature; rimgin'g frof)l undergrade · 
uate admissions informatio~to .the lateslissoe of · 
the also 
Gillies '68, 

)on. 
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