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INTERVIEW OF NANCY CLARKE AND GARY WALTERS 

BY DONNIE RADCLIFFE, WASHINGTON POST 


MR. WALTERS: -- routine follows the one step 

(inaudible) the administration. 


Q Okay. 

MR. WALTERS: It's the truth. We are here as a 
service organization, and that's what we try and do. We 
don't do anything on our own. We represent the family. And 
that's all we want to try and do is represent them'as best we 

. can. 

Q (inaudible) what are your considerations? 

MR. WALTERS: Number of people. 

Q Okay. 

MR. WALTERS: That's always the first 
consideration, number of people, so that we can start the 
planning process. The date, time. Those are the -- in most 
cases that's what we are dealing with. Tell us the dates and 
the number of people so that" we c'an start to develop a menu 
and present it through the Social Office for the First Lady's 
approval. 

Q You mean approving? 

MR. WALTERS: Mm-hmm.· And then also the other 
things that lead o~f of that: The types of flowers that may 
be required for the table. What kind of table are we going 
to use. Specifically this dinner certainly may be a round 
table. That's all you can establish. What the decorations, 
the desire for the decorations might be. 

MS. CLARKE: Any restriction - ­

Q Yeah. 
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MS. CLARKE: that we might have because of the 
country. 

Q I am just so afraid that this thing isn't going 
to work, and that will be a disaster. So, like, if somebody 
had hay fever or -­

MR. WALTERS: There are color restrictions by 
certain countries when you deal with foreign countries. 
Color restrictions and flowers and flag~. There are certain 
flowers themselves that you can't use because they may mean 
something -- they may be used only at a funeral in the home 
country. ' 

MS. CLARKE: (Inaudible) a lot of specific flowers 
for a funeral. 

MR. WALTERS: That's usually a question that's very 
early on by the Social Office or the State Department to 
provide that kind of! informatton. ' 

Dietary restrictions. Are there any dietary 
restrictions, foods that may not be acceptable? certainly, 
we all know that pork isn't acceptable to the Muslims. So 
there are things lik~ that just follow a natural cou~se. 

Q Can yO~tgive an 'example of a flower that 
wouldn't be 

MS. CLARKE: Chrysanthemums. Most of the Asian 
countries, chrysanthemums isn't -­

Q What is the reason? 

MS. CLARKE,: It's their funeral flower. 

Q Oh, okay. 

MS. CLARKE: usually yellows and white are the two 
colors that are very highly restricted. Mainly white. 

Q Mainly white? 

MS. CLARKE: Mm-hmm. 

Q Because: it denotes death? 
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MS. CLARKE: Funeral. 

Q Interesting. Any other restrictions or -- for 
example; numbers of people, the dining room, or however the 
First Lady wants it. 

MR. WALTERS: It ,will only accommodate so many 
peop,le. 

Q What does it·-­

MR. WALTERS: usually it's 130. And on the odd 
occasion, which necessitates movin'g the large pear tables 
that were built for that room in 1902, they can be moved 
down. They can accommodate 140. 

Q When you say pear tables, you mean? 

MR. WALTERS: The console tables in the room. 
That's on the north wall -­

Q . All right, yes~ 

MR. WALTERS: -- the marble top table has the eagle 
legs. And then there's two on the sides that we can 
accommodate 140. 

Previous administrations " if you go back to the 
Nixon administration, they added tables in the Red Room in 
addition to the tables in the State Dining Room. So you have 
160,' people that were entertained. I think at one point Mr. 
Kissinger was in that room. 

I think the Johnson administration even went and 
added tables in the Blue Room, 200 people. We had people 
seated in the Blue Room, the Red Room, and the State Dining 
Room. 

Q And then what about the china? Who decides 
that? Is that the First Lady? 

MR. WALTERS: Usually that's a decision that's made 
by the social secretary in conjunction with Nancy. And when 
we discuss the cloth that may be used and the kind of 
flowers. It's usually a decision that comes about because of 
the china that's most compatible with the tablecloths and the 
flowers. 
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Q Are these tablecloths ones that you have in 
stock and you just can go and -­

.MS. CLARKE: We have quite a few in stock. These 
particular ones for Korea are some that we have rented~ 

Q And that's because they go with the -­

MS. CLARKE: They go with the flowers and 

MR. WALTERS: It's a different look. 

MS. CLARKE: -- the china, and it's a different 
look. 

. Q Anything further on that? Do you have to worry 
about anything in the upstairs or the Oval Room ~here I 
presume the President meets his -­

MR. WALTERS: Well, in this case, at this 
particular dinner, I think the plans now call for·him not to 
go up there. So that's a decision certainly that we ask, is 
what is the tentative scenario. We don't know. So that's 
asked; That's the final decision -­

MS. CLARKE: I don't know if it's final. 

Q We will see that night. 

MS. CLARKE: Right. 

MR. WALTERS: So we get an idea -­

Q We may all just come in and go right in 

MR. WALTERS: We get an idea of what the scenario 
might be because we do have to decorate the areas that are 
going to be used. 

Q Then you have to take into account the 
entertainment, don't you, in the East Room, and how you are 
going to set that up? 

MR. WALTERS: Yes. 

Q And that would be determined by the kind of 
entertainer? 
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MR. WALTERS:. Whoever the entertainer might be. 

Q Are you saying yet who 

MS. CLA~E: Not yet. We know who it is but we 

aren't disclosing that. 


MR. WALTERS: That determines the size of the 

stage, the entertainment, and the -- if it's a large band, 

certainly.a much larger stage than a single entertainer. 


Q And then you have to - ­

MR. WALTERS: SO, then, we have to decide the kind 
. of flowers that are in season, that we can put our hands on, 
or that we may already have through the National Park 
service, so that we try and keep the cost to a minimum. That 
would allow us to then tell Nancy so that she can color 
coordinate with the flowers arrangements on the mantles, and 
also then we coordinate with what we are going to do" in the 
way of decorations in the cross-hall and the grand foyer. Of 
course you have seen those different 

Q Yes. 

MR. WALTERS: -- things that we have done, 

everything from the.baby trees, to the hanging baskets to 

just decoratin9 .the trees - ­

Q How do you decide what you are going to do? 

MS. CLARKE: Sort of what is in season. Some 

colors are in season. 


Q This year, what will it be? 

MS. CLARKE: By what is growing. Right now the 

fall colors are in 


Q Okay. 

MS. CLARKE: -- the yellows, rust browns 

Q But you can't use yellow. 

MS. CLARKE: Right, you can't. 
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Q Can you use rust and colors of; tones of - ­

MS. CLARKE: You can use all those tones. Also" 

'try to tie my cross-hall grand foyer area in with whatever 

the Park Service has available. I am a little freer, color­

wise, than they are because they always use the plants that 

they have. And then whatever they have blooming,' I usually 

can tie in. I can always pick up a gerbera or a rose or 

something in many colors. And I try to do the same thing in 

the East Room once they determine what colors they are going 

to use. 


Q And they will provide the big 

MR. WALTERS: What I usually do, is, I will ask the 
ground superintendent, who is a member of my staff, what 
would be available in the Park Service. If we have a lot of 
flowering plants, we might be able to do geraniums or 
cyclamen -- you don't know what's available and what's 
blooming at that time. And once he determines what they have 
available, then I usually refer to the social secretary and 
say" look, we can do X, Y and Z. Which would you prefer? 
And then she confers, I assume, with the First Lady. 

Anyway, the word comes back to me that it's done 

for the First Lady. ,And we then decorate accordingly. 


Q What's the timing on this? The'dayof? Do they 
bring all that stuff the day of? Is that - ­

MR. WALTERS: Usually, because we usually have the 
public tours 

Q Of course, yes. 

MR. WALTERS: -- Tuesday through Saturday. NOW, if 
it's a Tuesday, if the event is on a Tuesday, we could bring 
it in on Monday. We try not to do it on a time when it would 
cause us to do overtime. So we try and do it in conjunction 
with the tours or other free time when the House is not 
active so that we'can get the plant material in. We might 
'bring them in two days ahead, we might bring them in 'the day 
of. Majority of the times we bring them in the day of. 

Q And it's after the tours -- is there a tour on 

that day? 
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MR. WALTERS: It will be a Tuesday. 

Q It will be, huh? When does it end? 

MR. WALTERS: ,I think' they are doing an early press 
conference, press availability, at 12 o'clock. 

MS. CLARKE: I think that's right. 

MR. WALTERS: So the congressional tours will go 
from eight until about 10:15, 10:30. And the public tours 
will be cancelled that day because there is not enough time 
to handle both activities. And we have to start getting 
ready. for the event that evening. So as soon as the press 
conference is over, and the people depart, we will start 
bringing the plant material. And then later in the afternoon 
will bring up the cut flowers to put in place. Someone will 
decorate the tables and -­

Q I was going to say, then the tables. How long 
does it take to do the tables? What would there be -­

MR. WALTERS: Actually, we will put the tables in 
for this dinner, Monday. 

Q Oh, you will put the tables in Monday? 

MR. WALTERS: I put the tables in the state Dining 
Room on Monday because there aren't any tours, there is 
nothing else scheduled. And we'll put the tablecloths on 
them and have them ironed. And then the butlers will start 
setting them up 

Q On Monday? Oh, no, on Tuesday. 

MR. WALTERS: No, Tuesday. 

QJust the tables are set up. But the linens 

and everything go on -­

MR. WALTERS: Each place setting at the table, it's 
about 18 items for each individual. 

Q Oh, really? 

MR. WALTERS: By the time you count all the silver, 
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the glasses and the various plates that have to be placed. 
So it takes considerable amount of time. 

Q Ho,w long do you suppose it takes per -­

MR. WALTERS: About four hours. 

Q Does it? To do -­

MR. WALTERS: To set up the whole room. 

Q Really? And you have how many butlers working? 

MR. WALTERS: I don't want to be evasive, but it 
depends on the amount of time we have. 

Q Okay. 

MR. WALTERS: If we only have three hours to 'do it, 
we'll have a couple extra people to help get it done in time. 

Q What can go wrong? 

MR. WALTERS: If we have the whole day pardon 
me? 

Q What could go wrong that would set you back in 
time? 

MR. WALTERS: Other 'events that are going on. 
There have been times -- in this case we have a press 
conference that will be in the East Room earlier in the day. 

Q And that's unusual, isn't it, because you don't 
usually have a press conference -­

MR. WALTERS: No. I think the President has had a 
number of these. 

Q But I meant in -- on this day? 

MR. WALTERS: No. We usually have -- no, you're 
right. This is different for this kind of dinner. But then 
again it's not a state dinner, so -­

Q Yes, yes. And then the china is chosen by the 
social secretary? 
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MR. WALTERS: It's been chosen sometime before that 
to allow us to coordinate the tablecloths and the flowers and 
the -­

Q What are the services that can accommodate that 
many people? Are there only two or three - ­

MR. WALTERS: Yes. 

Q What are they? 

MR. WALTERS: Well" going back, chronologically, 
backwards, you go -- the Reagan china is the most complete 
china that we have in the House. You go back from that to 
the Johnson china. ,And those are really the only two 
services where we could serve a meal all the way through with 
those. The Truman china, we only have about 96 place 
settings of that, so we can't do a full complete dinner with 
that. Eisenhower, we are using the base plates. The 
Eisenhowers didn't buy a complete set of china. They just 
bought the baseplate with the presidential seal in gold. 

So, frequently we have been using the Eisenhower 
base plates and the other types of china. 
of Roosevelt that's been used, and some Wi
has chosen to use a lot of the other china 

There is 
lson. Mrs. 
- ­

a mixture 
Clinton 

Q 'Really? 

MR. WALTERS: -- for interest of the guests ,so that 
people can have'an opportunity to see the different pieces. 

Q Because they weren't used all that much; were 
they? 

MR. WALTERS: No. Something Mrs. Clinton wanted to 
do. ,She said it would be nice to get these things out so 
that people can take a look at them. 

Q Do people worry they are going to drop them? 


MR., WALTERS: I do. 


MS. CLARKE: I do, too. 


MR. WALTERS: But the fact of the matter is, it's 

china, and it's meant to be used. I mean, it wasn't'bought 
to be put on the shelf. Now, there are certain pieces that 
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we have where we only have a few left. Certainly we would 
want to keep those for curatorial purposes. But the rest of 
the china was bought to be used, and it should be used. 

MS. CLARKE: Yes, it should be used. 

MR. WALTERS: The smaller sets, that we only have 
small pieces of, are used normally for very small 'parties -­
receptions, I should say. Or used up in the family's private 
quarters. 

Q And then do you try -- you have to have some 
kind of center piece, table center piece. Do you have a 
particular theme that you work with? 

MS. CLARKE: Well, Anne Starke (phonetic) and I 
talk about which tablecloths they would like to pick out, 
what Mrs. Clinton would like. And then we sort of 'pick a 
china that, based on the numbers, because like Gary said, we 
only have 96 

Q Is it 220 

MR. WALTERS: It was originally 220 • 

. QIs it down? 

MR. WALTERS: Sure. Haven't you ever broken china 
in your house? It gets used, so there is breakage. 

MS. CLARKE: And then Ann and I will talk about the 
flowers that are in season, or available that particular 
week, or the next week, whatever is going on. And I usually 
will do a sample for Ann. And Mrs. Clinton -~ once Ann and I 
have agreed, if this, is what she wants or what she likes, and 
then show it to Mrs. Clinton to see if it's all right. 

MR. WALTERS: Mrs. Clinton has also chosen to 
integrate other pieces other than the flowers. 

MS. CLARKE: Right. 

Q Oh. 

MR. WALTERS: For the,arts and humanities function 
that we did not long ago, we had some Stuben (phonetic) 
pieces that were -­
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MS. CLARKE: Oh, that's right. 

MR. WALTERS: And Mrs .. Clinton has given us some 
indication that those are the kinds of things that she would 
like to do is integrate other pieces. 

Q Worked in flowers? 

MS. CLARKE: Right. Flowers, and objects of art, 
and -­

Q Were those borrowed for those -- you just sort 
of send out a -- come up with an idea of what you want and 
then -­

MR. WALTERS: The social secretary usually dpes 
that in conjunction with Mrs. Cli.nton. Determine what they 
might want to use. Then they borrow things. other times, 
use things. It's hard to turn down the White House.' 

Q Baker would think it's so (inaudible). 

MR. WALTERS: Well, we try to steer away from that 
because you don't want to commercialize -­

Q No. 

MR. WALTERS: -- the White House. And these were 
pieces that weren't specifically made for the White House. 
They are pieces ,that were in their general line. ·So there 
was no specific identification of those ,items were used here. 

Q But it is good to 

MR. WALTERS: I think it's 

of 
Q Tell me about. the missing items. Do people sort 

, MR. WALTERS:' No. I think the people that are 
invited to the White House take a great pride in the fact 
that the House belongs to 'all Americans, and they leave 
things as they find them. It's amazing to me that we don't 
have some people that -- you hear about hotels and people 
take towels and those kind of things. We just don't have 
that problem. I think it's the respect that people have for 
the house and for the family that lives here. 
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Q The menu cards are all meant to be taken; right? 

MR. WALTERS: Yes. That's like the food. It's 
consumable. 

Q I remember that Maureen Reagan would send around 
the menu card, and everybody started sending theirs around. 
They'd all autograph at the table. 

MR. WALTERS: That's happened through various 
administrations. And people, as a souvenir, they pass their 
menu cards around and sign them. We try and dissuade people 
from getting up and walking across the room and getting the 
President and the First Lady to sign. 

Q Have people done that? 

MR. WALTERS: From time to time. Very seldom, but 
it has been done. 

Q Good. Well, .this is interesting. 

MS. CLARKE: Yes. I am learning all kinds of 
things. I really am. 

Q Anything else that you could think of that -­

oh, you have to worry about accommodating the traffic that 
comes in 

MR. WALTERS: We work with the Park Service and the 
Secret Service, which gates people are coming in, and make 
sure that we have people there to greet them properly. And 
set up for the press 

Q Right. 

MR. WALTERS: -- stands in various areas where 
people are, and try ·and -- as you well know, when guests come 
in the east side oyer there, we had a problem with the press 
trying to take pictures in the glass. So we wrote to the 
Park Service, and now we put plant material up on the inside 
so that the pictures come out a little bit better. So we try 
and work with everybody and make everybody happy. 

Q. It's got big curtains down in front now? 
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 MR. WALTERS: Which? 

Q Is that a security curtain (inaudible)? 

MS. CLARKE: The big white? 

Q The big white. 

MR. WALTERS: Oh, for when the press stand is put 
up out there. That's the only time that's up,is when the 
press stand is up, and the President is going out to greet a 
head of state at the north portico, that's put up on the back 
of that press stand for security because - ­

Q For security. 

MR. WALTERS: I mean, let's face it 

Q sitting duck. 

MR. WALTERS: Well, it's usually a dark image 
against a white background with bright lights on him. Then 
you use a security column. The Secret Service asked us for a 
way to come up with some more security, just the visual .. So 
that goes up only when the press stand is up out there. 

Is that 
Q And then the music is always the Marine band. 

band. 
MR. WALTERS: Most of the time, yes, the Marine 

Q And then the Strolling (phonetic) Strings - ­

MR. WALTERS: Strolling Strings have - ­ and Mrs. 
Clinton once' again asked that -- kind of spread the wealth 
around a little bit, and she has used the Air Force and the 
Marines. And a couple of the other military groups have been 
in~ 

Q Is Colonel 


MR. WALTERS: Buschwald (phonetic)? 


Q Buschwald is still there? 


MR. WALTERS: Sure is. I think he is on tour right 


MORE 

Diversified Reporting Services, Inc. 
918 16TH STREET; N.W. SUITE 803 

WASHINGTON. D.C, 20006 

. (202) 296·2929 



14 

now.. I don't know whether he will be back Tuesday or not, 
but -­

Q He alone? 

MR. 
than what you 

WALTERS: 
see here. 

Oh, he takes -­ the van is larger 

Q Oh. 

MR. WALTERS: And they take 
they perform around the country. 

a group on tour, and 

Q Christmas is coming now 

MR. WALTERS: Busy time. 

Q What else should we know? Got any ideas 

MS. CLARKE: I can't think of anything. 

Q Gary, what do you think? 

MR. WALTERS: No. The process, we have pretty much 
gone through from the beginning -­

Q Yes. 

MR. WALTERS: -- finding out from the State 
Department and the National Security Council that the 
.pre~ident has invited a guest. And from there it's a process 
of just filtering down how many people are going to be. 
invited. And then that. puts the wheels in mo.tion. And we 
take our cue really here in the House from the Social Office 
and from the First Lady. 

Q You usually have how much notice, would you say, 
. a month, two months? 

MR. WALTERS: Usually on a major visit we have a 
. month, yes. I think that's only courtesy -­

Q Sure. 

MR. WALTERS: -- that the President extends his 
invitations out that far in advance. 
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 MS. CLARKE.: And then to get everybody coordinated. 

MR. WALTERS: It takes a while to put everything 
to~ether. 'We are just the end result. What you see in state 
dinner is just the end result of everybody's efforts on the 
press side of the House, on the Secret Service, the state 
Department, the National Security council. That all has to 
be running at the same time. So .what you see of a state' 

'dinner is the culmination, which is what it should be. It's 
a celebration of the arrival of a visiting head of state. 

Q I would like to ask him about the -- what is the 
difference between this kind of a dinner and the state 
dinner. Is it the ceremonial aspects that are on the south 
lawn? I mean, I am not talking about the protocol - ­

MS. CLARKE: The NSC is really the one who -- they 
are the ones who make ~hat determination and can tell you 

MR. WALTERS: All we know is that we are going 
ahead with this dinner for a' foreign head of state. What 
occurs, the trappings around it that make it a state visit as 
opposed to a working visit, as opposed to any other name you 
want to attach to it,doesn't really to us. These are guests 
of the President and the First Lady. 

Q Oh, sure. 

MR. WALTERS: And we are just going to handle it as 
best we can. 

Q I realize that there is some sensitivity here, 

and I am simply trying to say that when I have -- in the 

morning there has been a ceremony of arrival, that kind of 

thing. Does that occur this time? will the President meet 

him here for the first time when he arrives, when President 

Kim arrives, or will the President see him -- oh, he will, 

bec~use he will be coming here for the first time. But it 

won't be a big ceremonial arrival;, will it? 


MS. CLARKE: I don't know the particulars of the 

arrival yet. 


Q Okay. 

MS. CLARKE: I can have you talk to Sandy 
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Q Okay. 


MS. C~E: Because Mark Gerren and Didi Myers 

haven't 
believe, 
everythi
can.have Sandy 

even announced the schedule for that day yet, I don't 
in terms of what's happening. Because I think 

ng is being fine-tuned. But that's no problem. I 
- ­

Q Okay. 

MS. CLARKE: - ­ or someone walk throu'ghwhat 
happens. 

MR. WALTERS: This .is not unusual from the aspect 
that there is always negotiations around a protocol event, 
which this is. 

Q Sure. 

MR. WALT~RS: And that always takes place outside 
of the House here. 

Q You are just following orders. 

MR. WALTERS: We are just following through with 
what we are given. We don't get involved in that. I don't 
know what's going to happen with the other things. 

Q So Sandy Berger is the one to 

MS. CLARKE: Sandy. is probably the one. He is the 
one you talked to before.· 

Q Yes. He probably deals with the Koreans and 

MS. CLARKE: Sandy and Ann, you know, will have it 
down. And when Ann gets back - ­

Q All we need is the sittings. 

MS. CLARKE: Oh, I' completely agree. I completely 
agree. What is the definition of a state visit, what does 
that mean. I don't know all the particulars, but it's not 
just the head of state. My understanding it's a large number 
of people will come 

Q Right. 

MORE 

Diversified Reporting Services, Inc. 
918 16TH STREET, NW. SUITE 803 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20006 

(202) 296-2929 



17 

• 


MS. CLARKE: -- but I don't know all the 
particulars. I just don't know. We'll find out. 

MR. WALTERS:. And that's been defined by different 
administrations differently. 

Q I guess it. has. 

MR. WALTERS: You talked about the arrival 
ceremony. That used to be held at the airport. They weren't 
held here on the grounds. I think it was the Kennedy 
administration-~ 

Q 'Oh l really? 

MR. WALTERS: were the first ones that held it 
on the grounds. Before that the arrivals occurred at the 
airport. 

Q The Secretary of State would go meet? 

MR. WALTERS: Secretary of State. It/s been 
defined. It's the protocol side of the House that gets. 
involved in that. 

Q Each administration or each president can 

define 

. MR. WALTERS: It's the one thing that the United 
states government doesn't have, I don't think there is a 
manual. Each administration .has the flexibility to define it 
the way they' see fit. It's not like the military where 
everything is A, B, C, D. In the protocol area I think they 
can jump around. ' 

Q They can bend the rules. 

MR. WALTERS: Well, I don't think there are rules 
to bend. 

Q . That's right, they can bend them because there 
aren't any. 

What is the protocol -- I have forgotten. One of 
these protocol chiefs hospitable or something. 
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MR. WALTERS: Somebody asked me what--I get it 
asked quite frequent: What is the chief usher's job? What 
does the chief usher do? A predecessor of mine said it as 
succinctly as anybody can, and "That's whatever I am told to 
do." That's the best answer. 

Q How long have you been chief usher? 

MR. WALTERS: I have been chief usher since '86. 

I have been here since 1970. 

Q Yes',I knew you had been~ 

And Nancy, you have been here? 

MS. CLARKE: I have been here since 1978. 

Q Where are the flowers? Where is the flower 
shop? 

MS. CLARKE: We are right there on the -- I can 

• 

take you there tomorrow, probably, or -­

Q Monday? 


MS. CLARKE: ~- when we go back, yes. 


Q Because I have never been there. 


MS. CLARKE: We are going to take you through. 


A PARTICIPANT: On Monday? 


MS. CLARKE: Whenever -- yes, it's on our little 

list. We wanted to do it when,everything is coming in so you 
can see Nancy in action. 

Q Is it a big room? 

MR. WALTERS: Don't ask her that question. It's 
never big enough. 

MS. CLARKE: Divide it up differently. Divide it 
up'into small areas, like kitchen. 

Q You do the most beautiful arrangement • 
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A PARTICIPANT: Oh, thank you ..'.,' 
MS. CLARKE: They are gorgeous. They really are. 


Q For the arts dinner, what were the trees? 


MR. WALTERS: In the foyer? 


Q Yes. 


MR. WALTERS: Those.were done by the.Park service. 

Those are live plants. That's a frame that Eric,Williams 
de~igned, and the pots, the rings, concentric rings. And 
they set them in. .And· that' s . what makes the tree. 

Q Well, guys, thanks a million. 


MR. WALTERS: You're welcome. 


MS. CLARKE: Thanks for doing this 
o. 

* * * * * 
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