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After you've lived in Washington, DC, a while, it's easy to ignore the 
majesty that defines this city. My first Washington job was producing 
Senate coverage for C-SPAN. I sometimes worked until 1 am when the Senate 
stayed in session. But when leaving, I never quit being awestruck by the 
ivory beauty of the Capitol dome pitched against the night sky. 

Those were Washington Moments. 

Washington Moments come in many forms. Perhaps when you come up the 
Farragut West Metro escalator and physically bump into Ben Bradlee. Or you 
may encounter a Washington Moment when you visit the Lincoln Memorial at 
midnight during a hushed, December snowfall. 

I teach a seminar for Miami University (OH) in Washington. But aside from 
the standard reading assignments, Washington Moments always seem to unfold 
around my class. These moments give students access to evolving history 
that cannot be captured in a lecture. And these moments remind me of how 
fascinating it is to live here. 

In March of 1999, the U.S. was preparing to launch airstrikes against 
Yugoslavia. My students were meeting at the Pentagon with Gen. Joseph 
Ralston (USAF), then Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The 
building was electric with tension. Ralston told the class he had been up 
since dawn studying target maps. He also talked to President Clinton about 
consequences of the bombing and risks to U.S. troops. Just a few hours 
later, the campaign began. And my students had a front-row seat to the 
decision-making. 

Two years later, the class attended a live broadcast of "Meet the Press." 
Senate Republican Leader Trent Lott (MS) was one of the guests. Lott was 
asked about the possible defection of then-Republican Sen. Jim Jeffords 
(VT). Such a move would tip control of the Senate to the Democrats. 
Reporters had not yet focused on the possibility of Jeffords abandoning the 
GOP. But Lott's response became front page news the next day. 

By Wednesday, Jeffords left the GOP and the Democrats assumed the majority. 
Many of my students interned on Capitol Hill, so they were squarely in the 
middle of this seismic shift. 

Student Allison Rank interned with NBC. A scrum of reporters and senators 
gathered off the Senate floor. NBC Producer Mike Viquera hurled a notebook 
across the crowd to Rank and ordered her to "go to that stairwell and 
interview somebody." Rank found herself scribbling down quotes and asking 
questions of Sen. Olympia Snowe (R-ME) and Sen. Lincoln Chaffee (R-RI). 
Quite an opportunity for an intern. 

Sometimes these moments unveil a charming side of Washington. When the 
students met with Bob Dole, the former Republican Presidential nominee 
brought along his two-year-old Schnauzer, Leader. Leader rolled around on 
the floor and demanded tummy-rubs from the class. He also implored the 
students (to no avail) to surrender their peanut butter bagels. 

While Leader conducted his antics, Dole addressed serious questions about 
his presidential campaign, the Senate and terrorism. But watching Leader 
showed that despite his stature, Bob Dole was just another guy with a dog. 
It's hard to believe that someone who earned the reputation of a "hatchet 
man" could also own such a delightful pup. 

The best Washington moment came this year when the class toured the West 
Wing. President Bush was flying back from Europe and running ahead of 
schedule. 

Outsiders are not allowed to enter the Oval Office. However, during the 
evening, visitors can peer into the Office across a rope strung across the 
doorway. 

Suddenly, Secret Service agents began to scramble. Radios crackled. Marine 
One buzzed over the Jefferson Memorial. An agent instructed the students to 
stay put. 


	The President was returning. 

	The students clamored around the rope for a glimpse of the White House lawn 

through Oval Office windows.  What then unfolded was cinematic.  The helicopter landed

and out stepped President Bush.  He saluted a Marine, waved to well-wishers and walked 

across the grass.


The power of the American presidency could be condensed into that moment.  For this was not something on “The West Wing.”  This was real.  For the students, this was an almost cathartic experience.  Several squealed with excitement.  One was moved to tears.  

The poignancy was not lost on our guide, Assistant White House Spokesman Scott Stanzel.  

“I work here every day and the President come and go,” Stanzel confided to me.  “But when you see a reaction like that, it reminds me why I work here and why we do what we do.”

	Even when you work with the most powerful man in the world, you still get

to experience a Washington moment.  
	



